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Abstract
This portfolio constitutes the culmination of the Practitioner Doctorate in 
Psychotherapeutic and Counselling Psychology at the University of Surrey and 
consists of three dossiers containing a selection of work pertaining to the training. 
The three dossiers relate to academic, therapeutic practice and research engagement 
respectively, each reflective of particular areas of interest as well as skills and 
competencies gained, offering, I hope, an overall sense of my professional and 
personal development throughout the course.
The academic dossier contains three essays. The first essay examines the way in 
which psychoanalysis may inform therapeutic practice with clients who display 
narcissistic tendencies, with particular attention paid towards enlisting techniques 
aimed to facilitate exposure and integration of the ‘real’ self. The second essay 
explores the presence of client resistance and / or ambivalence within therapy, from 
the perspective of cognitive behavioural therapy, and focuses on bridging gaps 
identified within the model that limit effective response to this therapeutic barrier. 
The third essay examines the way in which attachment theory offers a useful rich 
framework from which to better understand and therapeutically work with individuals 
suffering from symptoms of depression.
The therapeutic dossier contains a description of clinical placements undertaken 
throughout the course. A reflective account of my development as a counselling 
psychologist is also included, summarised within the final clinical paper.
The research dossier comprises three pieces of research, namely a literature review 
and two empirical studies, and also contains copies of a published journal article and 
conference paper. The research focuses on women and men in leadership roles, 
examining the way in which the social construction of gender and leadership, 
governing expectations pertaining to the attributes and behaviours of men, women and 
leaders, may influence firstly, the behaviour of current and aspiring leaders, secondly, 
the recruitment of leaders, and thirdly, the framework from which policy aimed at 
promoting diverse leadership is addressed. The literature review examines and 
identifies gaps within extant research pertaining to these points. Employing a
constructivist version of grounded theory, the first empirical study explores the 
concept of leadership from the perspective of female leaders. The second empirical 
study utilises interpretative phenomenological analysis to examine the concept of 
leadership from the perspective of male leaders. Both empirical studies seek to gain a 
sense of the lived experience of leaders and, in so doing, identify the usefulness 
and/or problematic nature of the prevailing view of leadership.
Introduction to the Portfolio
This portfolio contains work completed as part of the practitioner doctorate in 
Psychotherapeutic and Counselling Psychology at the University of Surrey. It 
consists of three dossiers, namely an academic, therapeutic practice and research 
dossier. An introduction to each dossier, offering a brief, reflective description of 
choices pertaining to the work included, will herewith be presented.
Before doing so, however, I would like to chart my personal and professional 
background that preceded this training. This trajectory may offer the reader a sense of 
contextual influences that inevitably shaped my training, position from which I 
approached aspects of the training, including my tendency towards psychoanalytic 
thinking, and, ultimately, the development of my identity as a counselling 
psychologist.
Personal history and vocational trajectory
There are multiple events, experiences and relationships within my life that, on some 
level, influenced my trajectory. In this respect I embrace the post-modernist stance of 
counselling psychology accepting a variety of possibilities, a multitude of truths 
offering explanations pertaining to my choices, thereby shaping my identity. I say 
this now because as I reflect upon the path that led me to this training, I notice that it 
feels complex, certainly not linear and guided, I think, by many unconscious choices, 
mostly for a different kind of life to the one modelled to me growing up, which would 
have perhaps been natural for me to follow. Accepting this uncertainty, those 
ambiguous responses as to why and how I found myself at Surrey, I will describe 
some of the experiences I view to be central to this outcome.
Background
I grew up with many positive experiences within a vibrant, outgoing, humorous and 
lively family, shaping my identity as one containing these elements, which I gratefully 
accept. Yet, as I think is often the case with those in the helping profession, it was the
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less positive experiences that possibly lay behind my motivation to embark on this 
training.
I was bom as the first grandchild and first child to my parents within ambitious 
families on both sides stmggling with, yet driven to overcome, working class 
backgrounds characterised by the absence of money and, consequently, limited 
fi*eedom of choice regarding education and employment. Perhaps rooted in the 
determination of my parents to have and to offer opportunities to their children that 
their childhoods lacked, I grew up with uncertainty. Chasing opportunities, we 
moved home many times, and our wealth, and concomitant freedom regarding, for 
example, holidays, hobbies and work, confusingly fluctuated. Compounded by the 
volatile relationship of my parents, culminating in their separation when I was 14, 
looking back I would say that my childhood starkly contrasted of ‘good’ times and 
‘bad’ times. During the former, our large family homes hosted special occasions 
abundant with laughter, fun, and refreshing candidness. The latter times were rife 
with arguments, financial struggle, hard-work and loneliness.
This ‘split’ in my external world contributed to and is symbolised by the response of 
my internal world. Never wanting to arouse destabilising emotions connected with 
uncertainty and insecurity or rely on unpredictable others, I became fiercely 
independent, stoic and contained. I split off any ‘bad’ emotions for their capacity to 
leave me feeling vulnerable. Further, anyone who aroused these emotions within me 
became wholly ‘bad’. When we settled in one location aged 9, I was fortunate, 
however, to form secure life-long fidendships, providing a framework from which to 
develop a positive social and academic identity.
Initial attraction to psychology
I wouldn’t say that I was passionate about academia until later on in life and in fact I 
always remember being overlooked by teachers throughout my school years, but 
education perhaps provided me with the structure and certainty I lacked at home. 
Further, the positive friendships mentioned above, formed with intelligent, ambitious, 
high-achievers who grew up valuing education, offered me a secure base from which
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to grow my academic capabilities. Perhaps ignited by healthy competition within the 
group, I (mostly) worked hard, often surprising teachers with results, and by the time I 
sat my GCSEs I began to enjoy the curiosity and criticality that academia affords.
My path to the undergraduate degree in psychology was a somewhat secondary 
consequence of my fervent desire to pursue a career in policing from the age of 13, 
leading me to a BSc in Criminology and Psychology. As the first in my family to 
pursue a degree I surprised them, as I did with my career choice, and it was perhaps 
my desire for that different life which led to such atypical paths.
Life experiences
Following university, I joined the police for two years, particularly savouring aspects 
of policing involving and requiring investigative skills. I came alive searching for 
answers. The excitement and passion ignited when scrutinising evidence, critically 
examining suspects and searching for hidden layers are still with me to this day; 
aspects I find synonymous with psychoanalysis and are perhaps what attracts me to 
this therapeutic modality.
Yet something about the mundane aspects of policing, often involving repeat 
offenders embedded within their socio-economic circumstances with little hope for or 
desire to change, within a wider political system demanding a particular resolution 
regardless of personal values, led me to reject this profession. Growing up within a 
family that embraces independence from expectation, these aspects simply did not suit 
my personality. Such reasons for leaving were not clear to me at the time, however, 
and although I was aware of passion evoked during police work when able to spend 
time talking to victims or offenders struggling to make sense of their experiences, I 
did not connect this enthusiasm with pursuing a career in the helping profession.
All I knew was that it didn’t feel right and I wanted out. A combination of complex 
family dynamics and my fervent independence meant that I did not have a containing 
environment from which to explore possibilities for reacting so instinctively and take 
a more measured decision. Rather, with no clear idea of what I wanted, my aunt
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suggested I work for my uncle. So I did. I left the police and took off to Dubai where 
I remained for 7 months. Working for my uncle I again felt excited about aspects of 
business which activated my analytical brain, searching for problems and strategically 
identifying solutions. However, I also felt disinterest with the sterility of Dubai, 
unsatisfied with work and, having met someone who would later become my fiancé, I 
returned to England. Without a clear idea of what I wanted, I joined my parent’s 
business.
Here I remained for 6 years. Finding a flair for business whilst concomitantly 
pursuing an MBA, we fruitfully grew the company. Engaged and successful, 
ostensibly I was doing well. Underneath, however, I felt vocationally unsatisfied, 
dispassionate within my relationship and generally bored. I would later realise that 
this feeling of ‘boredom’, there since childhood, was partly a consequence of 
suppressing so much emotion, but at the time I enlisted my well-practiced strategy 
and reacted instinctively. I left my fiancé, wound the business down and entered into 
a very destructive relationship. At this point I realised I could no longer rely on 
others for help to escape unsatisfying situations. Somehow, I had to find my own 
path.
Choosing counselling psychology
Aware of my fairly changeable personal and professional life (particularly in 
comparison to my peers), mostly fuelled by instinctive impulses to escape from 
something amiss, I considered my options. Consciously, I longed for fulfilling work 
and, motivated by this rather than financial reward, I vividly recalled those contented 
moments in the police helping others, particularly children and young people, and 
finally connected this passion with a career in the helping profession.
I researched my options, and after being accepted to pursue forensic psychology and 
volunteering as a teaching assistant in consideration of educational psychology, I 
finally settled on psychotherapy. Desiring a life-long profession within which I could 
apply my business knowledge to carve out a flexible, varied career conducive to 
family, my attention was drawn to my aunt, a psychotherapist in private practice.
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college lecturer and mother. Coming from a more measured, considered place, 
determined not to make any more ‘mistakes’ (as at the time I considered prior 
decisions to be), I embarked on a one year diploma in counselling. Here, I found my 
passion. My desire to help others, enthusiasm for academia and unconscious need to 
discover my ‘demons’ were fuelled. My course tutor suggested the training at Surrey, 
a truly reparative experience having felt fairly invisible at school and university until 
results day, and I found myself at the induction day.
Having followed a varied, disorderly path to this training, with many life experiences 
that consciously and unconsciously led me here, I felt attracted to counselling 
psychology for its attention to phenomenology and commitment not to prioritise one 
version of reality over another. Further, whilst I knew from my limited learning in 
psychotherapy that I was most drawn to psychoanalytic approaches, I wanted the 
capacity to make more informed choices about my private practice and therefore 
sought to gain experience in all the major models. Moreover, I valued counselling 
psychology for its dedication to diverse thinking and criticality, aspects of academia I 
felt thirsty for and which suited my analytic way of thinking. I had heard about the 
excellence of the course at Surrey and consequently made my decision to apply there.
Self-discoveries
Life experiences and personal therapy led me to two realisations about myself that 
were central to my choice of career and which remain influential today.
The first of which began prior to this training and occurred as consequence of finding 
myself in a destructive relationship with an older man that lasted intermittently for 
four years. Looking back now I can see that this man was narcissistic, knowledge 
which freed me from blaming myself for the many struggles within the relationship, 
but at the time I felt trapped. Isolated, belittled, on edge, continually anxious and 
constantly confused, I descended into periods of terrifying darkness. Yet this 
relationship and concomitant emotions it evoked forced me to embark on a gruelling 
process of self-reflection in which I confronted my demons: those dormant yet malign 
vulnerable parts to myself I locked away as a child. Having visited these dark places
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within myself and experienced transformation, I have found myself more 
compassionate of and able to connect with the universal nature of human pain and 
suffering.
The second realisation took place during my training at Surrey. Whilst I greatly 
valued psychoanalysis for its capacity to explore and reveal my ‘shadow’ sides, I 
found that my new-found awareness was not enough to soothe extreme anxiety which, 
despite being out of the above relationship, I still experienced when confronted with 
experiences evoking my abandonment schema (see final clinical paper). In year three 
of the course I discovered mindfulness. This, although somewhat belated, led me to 
appreciate the value of therapies that integrate the mind and body to transcend 
emotional struggles. Further, along with yoga I simultaneously pursued, and 
experience working with children in year two, passion and thirst for creativity was 
ignited within me, both personally and therapeutically: freedom of expression I was 
unable to access as a child, perhaps having been pre-occupied with family struggles as 
well growing up with traditional values, fairly dismissive of anything spiritual.
Outline of the portfolio
This culmination of the three years at Surrey is examined and presented within this 
portfolio. Due to privacy, confidentiality and the reality of restrictions imposed by 
space and time, much of the developmental work pertaining to therapeutic practice, 
placement and peer supervision and personal therapy cannot be incorporated. 
However, I hope that what is offered is an honest, reflective account, representative of 
the work achieved and skills and competencies gained throughout the training.
Academic dossier
The academic dossier contains three essays completed during the training. Drawing 
on clinical material, the first essay explores how psychoanalysis might inform work 
with narcissistic individuals. Given my personal experience with narcissism, I felt 
particularly drawn to understanding such complex clients. The second essay critically 
evaluates the approach of cognitive behavioural therapy towards client resistance in
15
therapy. Having experienced gaps within the model when working with complex 
clients expressing desire for but lacking in motivation to change, this essay was 
enthused by passion to integrate aspects of psychoanalysis I found helpful to 
understand and overcome resistance into cognitive-behavioural frameworks. Fuelled 
by a desire to better understand and therapeutically work with depression (having 
personally experienced and worked with many clients struggling with depression), my 
final essay critically examines the way in which attachment theory offers a rich lens 
from which to work with this phenomenon.
Therapeutic practice dossier
This section outlines clinical placements undertaken throughout the three years and 
contains my final clinical paper. My development as a practitioner is charted, and 
skills and competencies gained within varying contexts whilst drawing upon different 
therapeutic models with diverse client groups are summarized. Such experiences as 
well as others considered influential to the active process of finding my identity as a 
counselling psychologist are outlined.
Research dossier
My research topic, ‘Being the Brand: An exploration of the lived experiences of 
leaders’, was inspired watching a documentary entitled ‘Are you good or evil’ (2011). 
I was fascinated by the personality traits of sociopaths and the link made between the 
ruthlessness and lack of empathy displayed by such individuals and those who 
succeed within the corporate world. Connected with and further inspired by my 
personal experience of this world as well as having been embedded in a relationship 
with a successful narcissist, I became interested in the types of individuals attracted to 
leadership. At the same time, I felt curious about the public commitment by 
parliament, excited by close media coverage, to enhance the numbers of women in 
leadership roles. The documentary and media attention ignited my natural criticality 
and I began to wonder about the capacity of certain women and men, particularly 
‘softer’ individuals like myself, to be attracted to and survive within a world 
potentially populated by ruthless personalities.
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The first year research, dominated by extensive literature searches, culminated in a 
critical literature review. Here, I found an academic framework from which to 
consider my personally motivated ideas. During the next two years, I stepped out of 
my theory-buffered comfort zone and entered the world of social sciences research. I 
embarked on an ambitious project to interview female and male leaders within large 
corporations and was shocked by the level of engagement my project generated from 
such busy, high-level individuals. Whilst exhausting, I found the research element of 
this course to be stimulating, marrying well with the analytical side of my personality. 
A publication and conference presentation were bom out of this research, included at 
the end of the research dossier.
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ACADEMIC DOSSIER
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Introduction to the Academic Dossier
This dossier contains a selection of three essays produced as part of the training at the 
University of Surrey. Whilst guidelines regarding the overall nature and purpose of 
each essay were imposed, choice of overriding topic was afforded, allowing for 
personal areas of interest to inspire content. Here, I particularly valued the 
opportunity for creativity and, fuelled by clinical experience, used the essays to 
examine areas within therapeutic modalities I either struggled with, found to be 
lacking in their capacity to understand and work with a particular client or issue, or 
both. Feeling continuously excited by the depth and breadth of psychoanalytic 
thinking and practice, drawn to the intricacies of process, rich with nuanced thinking 
about clients and their interpersonal struggles, an attempt was made within all essays 
to integrate these concepts.
The first essay explores the concept of narcissism from the perspective of 
psychoanalysis. Drawing on clinical material, ways of working with clients who 
display narcissistic tendencies are examined, with particular attention paid to aspects 
of psychoanalytic technique that gradually facilitates exposure of the ‘real’ self. My 
personal experience with a narcissist, and the gradual realisation of how easily I can 
be pulled in by narcissistic tendencies led me to wonder about the complexities 
involved in this dynamic, evoking desire to find ways of utilising rich processes at 
work to understand and more effectively work with such clients.
The second essay critically examines the conceptualisation of and ways of working 
with client resistance, from the perspective of cognitive behavioural therapy. 
Identifying gaps in the model, the essay explores the possibility of integrating 
psychoanalytic thinking and practice, including transference and counter-transference, 
into cognitive-behavioural therapy in order to re-frame resistance as part of a process, 
useful for its capacity to better understand client struggles, interpersonal relationships 
and, ultimately, to work-through said resistance.
The final essay explores the link between attachment theory and depression. Drawing 
on clinical material, the possibility of utilising dynamics within the therapeutic
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relationship, symbolic of external attachments, to conceptualise and work 
therapeutically with individuals suffering from symptoms of depression, is examined.
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The Man behind the Mask: 
A psychoanalytic approach to narcissism
“I f I  feel ugly, I  will seek to merge with someone who is beautiful. I f  I  
feel stupid, I  will seek to merge with someone I  perceive as intelligent.
I f  Ifeel boring, I  will attempt to merge with someone exciting”
(Johnson, 1994:167)
Embroiled in the nucleus of society, lurking in our bars, theatres, restaurants, and our 
homes, disguised as politicians, leaders and entrepreneurs, nestle precarious 
individuals, masters of deception who charm us with their confidence, mislead us with
their sociability and deceive us with their success these are the narcissists of our
world....
Hyperbole or an ominously true reflection of a breed of individuals we are likely to 
encounter in both our professional and personal lives? Admittedly, a little of both. I 
have certainly experienced the misfortune of being entangled with a narcissist: a 
highly functioning, successful, charming businessman who gradually unveiled a 
darker side housing envy, control, possessiveness and manipulative game-playing 
behaviour that possibly served him well in his climb to success. In my professional 
life, I have encountered patients with narcissistic tendencies. Such patients were often 
difficult to work with, evoked extremes of positive and negative counter-transference, 
and necessitated, I felt, heightened awareness to work with effectively.
My personal experience leaves me feeling drawn to understanding such complex yet 
strangely interesting patients, understanding I hope to develop throughout this paper. 
In so doing, I will firstly examine how narcissism is defined, and secondly critically 
discuss ways of psychoanalytically working with narcissistic patients. Drawing on 
clinical material, I intend to illustrate aspects of psychoanalytic technique and process 
in which the underlying personality structure of the narcissistic patient is gradually 
exposed. Such intricate, nuanced processes are complex, yet essential, in my opinion, 
for therapeutic work with such patients to be of value.
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Defining narcissism
According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4^  ^Edition 
(DSMIV), Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) is defined as:
“A pervasive pattern o f grandiosity (in fantasy or behaviour), need 
fo r admiration, and lack o f empathy, beginning by early adulthood 
and present in a variety o f contexts ”
(American Psychiatric Association, 2000)
It is postulated that narcissistic features are present within all characterological issues 
(Johnson, 1994) and character defences (Kemberg, 1970). As a result, diagnoses are 
often difficult and overused (Kemberg, 1970). As a diagnostic aid, Greenberg (1996) 
suggests that analysts be guided by their own process, positing that the evocation of 
extreme reactions of either fear of offending a patient due to the possibility of inviting 
an angry response, or feeling as though we need to be perfect, are signs we are in the 
presence of narcissism. Such counter-transference seemingly resonates with the 
concepts of narcissistic rage (Johnson, 1994) and idealisation (Kohut, 1966) 
respectively. The former, Johnson suggests, is a manifestation of an aggressive, 
boundless reaction on the part of the patient to redress an earlier injury and obtain 
revenge. The latter, Kohut describes as ‘mirror transference’, which, he suggests, 
occurs due to the patient’s need to aggrandize the therapist as a perfect and ideal 
reflection of himself.
Rosenfeld (1987 cited in Bateman, 1998) distinguishes between ‘thick-skinned’ and 
‘thin-skinned’ narcissists. The former being inaccessible and defensively aggressive 
while the latter, he suggests, are vulnerable and fragile. I prefer to utilise Greenberg’s 
(1996) conceptualisation of narcissism, in which he suggests that narcissistic 
individuals are viewed on continuum between those who seemingly harbour 
narcissistic vulnerabilities (and are therefore often more flexible), and those who 
present with more fixed tendencies (often more rigid). For the purposes of this paper, 
ensuing concepts apply generically to all individuals/patients with distinct narcissistic 
characteristics, identifiable partly by the aforementioned counter-transference
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reactions and partly by the qualities outlined throughout this paper. Understanding of 
both is, I feel, essential for effective analytic intervention.
Developmental origins of narcissism
Although the concept of narcissism developed from the Greek myth understood to 
represent self-love, the opposite is actually true of narcissists. Ostensibly they are 
charming, engaging, high achieving and confident, appearing “deceivingly as if we 
were dealing with an almost ‘normal’ person” (Kemberg, 1974; 1, pp. 238). Yet 
lurking undemeath the surface are desperately fragile, insecure individuals 
(Greenberg, 1996) who erect extreme defences including control, grandiosity, 
manipulation, pride and objectification of others in order to manically protect their 
fragile self-esteem (Johnson, 1994).
Johnson (1994) highlights that a narcissistic injury lay at the heart of this split 
between ‘tme’ and ‘false’ self (Winnicott, 1965); a painful period during early 
childhood wherein their environment necessitated them to be someone different to 
who they were in order to survive. According to Kemberg (1970) “chronically cold 
parental figures with covert but intense aggression are a very frequent feature of the 
background of these patients” (pp. 55), resulting in the development of an omnipotent- 
mad (Rosenfeld, 1964), grandiose self (Kohut, 1966). Whilst in adulthood such 
defences are often superfluous, they become deeply embedded in the unconscious and 
are difficult, therefore, to relinquish. Further, their overtly presented character style 
evolves into a defence against underlying feelings of loneliness, panic, hurt, rage and 
envy connected with the catastrophic realisation that their carefully shaped world is 
barren, perversely satiated with superficial relationships developed purely for the 
maintenance of grandiose fantasies.
However, as Kemberg (1974) postulates, they, as most people, must eventually face 
the inevitable conflicts accompanied with ageing, illness, physical and mental 
deterioration and separation and loss...conflicts that draw them into therapy....
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Working analytically with narcissism
According to Bromberg (1983), analysts agree that “narcissistic disorders are difficult 
to treat” (pp. 364). Therapeutic encounters are hindered by the presence of strong, 
primitive defensive organisations such as splitting, denial, projective identification, 
primitive idealisation and omnipotence (Kemberg, 1970), as well as the patient’s need 
to control their objects (including their analyst) in order to protect the grandiose self. 
Any interpretations or interjections perceived as a threat to their false self (that the 
ego has mistaken for the real self) is experienced as a threat to the integrity of their 
entire being. Such threat risks what Johnson (1994) refers to as annihilation- 
abandonment, a catastrophic phase wherein the nature of early developmental trauma 
and resulting characterological issues are revealed, and the patient consequently 
collapses into the emotional reality of their past and present. Whilst essential for 
change (Bromberg, 1983; Greenberg, 1996; Johnson, 1994; Kemberg, 1974; Kohut, 
1966; Rosenfeld, 1964), the wound and the reality of the world they created is so 
painful that the aforementioned primitive defences are ferociously erected and 
protected to defend against this destabilising realisation.
Yet however difficult for analyst and patient, I feel this insight is cmcial for change 
and should therefore form a central part of the analytical process: an aspect of analysis 
that will now be examined utilising clinical material in illustration of the foregoing 
and forthcoming points.
A case illustration
The man and the mask
Mr. P is a 30-year-old male I worked with integratively for 8 sessions. He displayed 
narcissistic traits and would possibly have benefited from analytical therapy, hence 
why I draw upon my work with him for the purposes of this paper.
Overtly, Mr. P presented as immaculate, articulate, confident and intelligent. He was 
a successful IT analyst doing well at work and facing an upcoming promotion -
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indeed he expressed ambitions to usurp his boss whom he would often denigrate as 
inferior to himself. Socially, he surrounded himself with high-achievers (doctors, 
wealthy entrepreneurs) and was embarrassed of, and therefore separated himself from, 
his impoverished family, most of whom suffered mental health issues. I cannot deny 
that he was also charming and witty and I recall laughing throughout aspects of his 
narrative when recounting humorous anecdotes, often involving his brother, whom he 
presented as quite ridiculous.
Yet behind this confident, bright, successful, grandiose, controlling and arrogant 
exterior (false self) was a deeply insecure, fragile young man who suffered traumatic 
narcissistic injury as a child (real self). Mr. P was fathered by a controlling, 
tyrannical and exacting man who suffered severe OCD and a profound fear of 
contamination. He recalls feeling terrified of his father who emotionally and 
physically punished Mr. P for sitting on clean surfaces or causing mess, and 
remembers always having to be “one step ahead” to avoid chastisement.
Mr. P consequently erected rigid defences at an early age in order to avoid 
punishment and survive a difficult familial environment. Control, manipulation, 
game-playing and rejection and objectification of others were, as an adult, ways to 
avoid realisation of this early trauma and evade further pain -  Mr. P never wanted to 
be the victim again. Yet it was clear that his defensive structures, although imperative 
throughout childhood, were, as an adult, maladaptive, preventing him from engaging 
in meaningful relationships for which he expressed desire. Somehow, we needed to 
find a way for Mr. P to integrate his true and false self. Doing so requires analysis to 
assist patients such as Mr. P to journey beyond their defences and connect with 
underlying pain and concomitantly erected character structures.
Working in an integrative manner, for 8 sessions, as a novice therapist, this was an 
impossible task. An impossible task further compounded by the extremity of Mr. P’s 
defensive structures present within the therapeutic work with me, structures that are, I 
feel, vital to bring into awareness for any exposure of the underlying personality 
structure of the narcissistic patient to take place. Consider the following examples.
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Mr. P approached the process desperately wanting a ‘quick fix’. He was well- 
prepared for our first session, presenting as open, engaged, reflective and willing to 
undergo serious change. He discussed his “passive-aggressive” behaviour and 
intolerance and high expectations of others, disclosed his fear of becoming his father 
and described aspirations to modify his interactions with others. He was further eager 
to tell me that I was the sole person privy to such personal, exposing information. 
During session three, perhaps having provided me with such detailed information, Mr. 
P insisted we discuss the structure of future sessions, asserting his desire for a goal- 
oriented approach to his issues with quantifiable measures of success:
Me: You ask me a lot about what you should be doing. It seems as though
you want me to tell you what you should be doing.
Mr. P: Well I’m just thinking that you expect something. I want to make sure 
the answer I’m giving you is helping you to help me.
Me: I’m not expecting anything. I’m here to work with you and to try to
understand what’s going on.
Mr. P: Ok...well right now I’m thinking that maybe I should be quantifying 
expectations. You know I want to make sure that I’m giving you 
enough information to analyse traits that you can link to your expertise 
and give me some sort of fi-amework that I can implement to try and 
manage this problem.
Smoke and mirrors
Such dynamics resonate with Bromberg’s (1983) assertion that narcissistic patients 
often attend analysis with an unconscious script guiding the rest of their lives: “to 
perform for the analyst and be rewarded by cure” (pp. 367). Mr. P expected to give 
me the information I needed in order to ‘treat’ him and solve his issues. Due to the 
aforementioned limitations with the type of therapy offered, at times I relented to such 
pressure and adopted a more psycho-educative approach.
I do not feel, however, that it is helpful to succumb to such pressure for two reasons. 
Firstly, I agree with Johnson (1994) that some narcissistic patients initially enter
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analysis “not for characterological transformation but for assistance in maintaining the 
viability of the compensation (of the false self)” (pp. 163) and feel it is important to 
recognise this. Secondly, I feel it is pertinent to counteract efforts towards 
omnipotent control of the analyst (Kemberg, 1970).
To illustrate the first point, Mr. P was clear that he wanted his relationships with 
others to change, but I got the sense that what he really wanted was not real internal 
change, but change that would enable him to get what he wanted from others in a less 
harmful way. He, for example, recalled an occasion at work where a colleague joked 
about his efforts in front of others, to which Mr. P responded in a critical, malicious 
manner. However, Mr. P did not wish to understand his reaction to what he perceived 
as criticism, rather he wanted to identify an acceptable way of ensuring that his 
colleague did not undermine him in public again. Mr. P recounted another occasion, a 
social gathering with his doctor friends in which he felt excluded from conversation. 
To compensate, he identified the “alpha male” of the group, challenged his 
inteijections and proceeded to dominate the conversation. Again, rather than 
addressing underlying reasons for this reaction (i.e., possibly that he felt threatened 
and needed to compensate by deprecating the other, instead inviting idealisation), he 
wanted me to help him to understand these men in order to pervasively control them, 
thereby splitting-off destabilising feelings of inferiority. Mr. P ’s reactions echo a 
narcissistic patient of Gedo’s (1977) who “expected magical assistance to change the 
response of the environment” (pp. 791).
It was clear that Mr. P’s current methods were failing, that cracks were appearing in 
his facade and he wanted solutions from me that would allow him to maintain his 
grandiose false self. He hoped to gain this by controlling me, which brings me to an 
illustration of the second point. His process during therapy was strikingly discernible 
by ‘good’ and ‘bad’ weeks. After ‘good’ weeks, Mr. P attended sessions on time, 
paid tribute to change he attributed to therapy and exhibited an almost manic 
expression of his pleasure and appreciation. Sessions following ‘bad’ weeks 
contrastingly consisted of lateness, pessimism about the process and threats to 
discontinue. During ‘good’ sessions I felt honoured to be enabling change within 
such a difficult character. However, the latter types of sessions made me feel
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deflated, at fault and useless, and I experienced real pressure to ‘do something’, 
counter-transference that mirrored Mr. P’s process. Perhaps having projected such 
feelings of worthlessness into me, Mr. P was able to avoid owning and experiencing 
them himself.
The man behind the mask: towards gradual exposure o f the ‘real ’ self
Even a basic understanding of the intricacies of such subtle yet potent process is, I 
feel, essential to work analytically with narcissistic patients where the ultimate aim is 
to ‘unveil’ the false self. For it is only then that the analyst is able to step out of the 
‘game’, recognise hidden intentions, and draw this to the painful attention of the 
patient.
In so doing, I disagree with Kohut’s (1972) assertion that the narcissistic patient and 
his accompanying grandiose presentations and rage be accepted with empathie 
objectivity, and instead concur with Kemberg’s (1970) notion that both the patient’s 
primitive idealization and need for omnipotent control of the analysis be interpreted. 
Mr. P’s weekly transformations between idealisation and denigration of the process 
and me were, I believe, a reflection of such defensive structures that, with more 
experience and skill, I may have recognised and interpreted. Take the following 
exchange in illustration of this point:
Me: Did you struggle to get here this morning?
Mr. P: No I live in Balham so it’s not hard at all, just bad planning.
Me: OK. As we have been talking about your reluctance to continue
therapy...is it....
Mr. P: No it wasn’t a reluctance to continue, just thinking that I wasn’t 
progressing, and at the same time not helping you. My fear last week 
was that we wouldn’t have enough to talk about, so I got a bit 
frustrated and that’s why I was pressing for...
Whenever I drew attention to Mr. P ’s lateness, he offered rational explanations 
(delayed trains or busses, lack of planning). He similarly responded to interpretations
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about our relationship, for example when I queried what would happen if I did not 
meet his expectations, in the same way. Regardless of response, I always felt too 
fearful to explore the transference further. Perhaps I was fearful of inviting any 
criticism, anger and demoralising condemnation that doing so might bring about, as 
fittingly described by Rothstein (1982):
“Interpretative attempts to facilitate a working through process 
can evoke psychotic regressions (and) serious acting-out, 
sometimes including rapid disruption o f the working relationship ”
y 7;:;
However, I actually feel that such difficult moments between analyst and patient are 
fundamental for “dissolution of the mask” (Bromberg, 1983: 374) as they potentially 
provoke that catastrophic phase of therapy described earlier in this paper that I see as 
a necessary part of the process. Indeed Schecter (1980) connects resistance in 
psychoanalysis to the patient’s conscious discovery of alien aspects of their self 3x\à. 
their relationships: discovery that is particularly painful for narcissists who have spent 
their entire lives warding off painful feelings, such as rage, despair and emptiness 
(Bromberg, 1983). I therefore value analysis that does not reassure and thus repress 
anxiety, but that allows and interprets the emotions of the patient -good and bad, 
however tricky to navigate.
Discussing this technique, I am, however, ironically reminded of Mr. P ’s reflection 
that he needed to be “one step ahead” of his father; a comment that feels ominously 
analogous with the processes I have just described. A parallel process emerged with 
me where I perversely felt the need to be ahead of his ‘game’. Further, his 
objectification of others, particularly women, inflamed a defensive reaction within me 
that I often needed to quell. Yet rather than react in an admonishing way, as is often 
the pull with such patients, I feel it is important for the analyst to be aware of such 
projections and contain them. As Kohut (1972) speculates, “the patient who feels 
treated like a naughty child begins indeed to act like a misunderstood naughty child” 
(pp. 388).
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stepping out of the dance
To summarise, I feel that “a gradient of anxiety and a gradient of empathy” 
(Bromberg, 1983: 375) needs to be mediated with narcissistic patients. It is easy to 
forget that what lies beneath the resilient, independent, challenging exterior of such 
patients is a fragile, wounded individual. In the midst of challenging exchanges rife 
with pressure, idealisation, manipulation and games, it is further difficult to feel 
empathy for narcissistic patients. Indeed one would be forgiven for feeling the 
opposite. However, the analyst needs to take care not to react and become that 
inconsistent, cold, critical parental figure that was undoubtedly a part of the patient’s 
early experience. True change, through removal of the mask, is dependent on the 
capacity of the analyst to step out of the ‘dance’ by carefully interpreting the 
transference, becoming aware of the patient’s defences, and empathically 
understanding them. In so doing, I advocate that the analyst holds in mind the 
difficult transition the patient faces. In the words of Ernest Becker:
“How is one to relinquish his world unless he first gains a new one?
This is the basic problem o f personality change ”
(1964 cited in Bromberg, 1983: 368)
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Breaking through the Barrier:
A cognitive-behavioural therapy approach to understanding and overcoming
resistance in therapy
Resistance is a ubiquitous and core aspect of clinical practice (Westra & Aviram, 
2013). Yet in their review of the literature on resistance, Rentier, Harwood, 
Michelson, and Song (2011) found strong and consistent evidence to suggest that the 
effectiveness of psychotherapy is associated with the relative absence of resistance. 
The concept of resistance has been defined within all therapeutic modalities 
(Newman, 2002). However, given that higher levels of therapist directiveness or 
demand has been associated with higher levels of client resistance (Miller, Benefield, 
& Tonigan, 1993), and that interventions within cognitive behavioural therapy (CRT), 
whilst collaboratively navigated, do involve some level of directiveness on the part of 
the therapist (i.e., homework, behavioural activation); this may be a particularly 
pertinent phenomenon to explore from the perspective of this therapeutic model. This 
paper therefore seeks to define resistance and critically evaluate its impact upon the 
therapeutic relationship, from which strategies for managing and overcoming the 
phenomenon within CRT will be suggested. Clinical examples will be drawn upon to 
illustrate how this concept may be understood and worked-through in practice.
Understanding resistance from a CBT perspective
Resistance is, according to Newman (2002), difficult to define, but a phenomenon 
most therapists will recognise when encountered. In their attempt to operationalise 
the concept, Turkat and Meyer (1982) suggest that resistance encompasses any client 
behaviour considered by the therapist to be anti-therapeutic. Newman (2002) posits 
that the process is discernible by its debilitating capacity to temporally or 
continuously detract from therapeutic change. Tangible forms of resistance may 
include noncompliance with homework, arriving late for or missing sessions, and 
taking decisions which run counter to what was agreed in sessions (Westra, 2004). 
Less tangible, more passive forms of resistance may manifest as in-session avoidance 
(i.e., lengthy silences, habitually responding to questions with “I don’t know”).
34
unnecessary debates with the therapist and misinterpreting their comments (Newman, 
2002).
Resistance is a term and a process that, according to Wachtel (1982), cognitive 
behavioural practitioners have tended to bristle at for its potent capacity to evoke 
negative thoughts and images regarding lack of cooperation from clients. 
‘Noncompliance’ and ‘treatment resistant’ are implicitly pejorative terms that have 
become associated with resistance in CBT (Westra & Aviram, 2013). It is interesting 
to note, however, that the term evolved from psychoanalytic literature, within which a 
very different view of resistance emerged. Here, rather than considered a hindrance to 
treatment, resistance is viewed as a natural reflection of clients’ internal conflicts and 
a necessary part of the therapeutic process, providing valuable information about a 
client’s way of relating to significant others (Wachtel, 1982; Worrell, 1997). Yet 
whilst offering different perspectives, both classical psychoanalysis and earlier CBT 
perspectives share a central theme: that resistance is viewed as a reflection of clients’ 
internal struggles, with striking lack of consideration paid to the role of practitioners.
Resistance and the therapeutic relationship
There is, however, widespread recognition of the importance of the therapeutic 
relationship within CBT (Beck, 2005). Rather than being viewed as secondary to the 
more technical aspects of the process as it once was (Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 
1979), current research in cognitive therapy supports the ethos of humanistic therapies 
that the quality of the relationship is central to therapy outcome (Sanders & Wills,
2005). Indeed reviews and meta-analyses of psychotherapy outcome literature claim 
that technical interventions and methods account for approximately 5 -  15% of 
outcome variance, much of which is actually attributable to the therapeutic 
relationship (e.g., Wampold, 2001). Thus, the Rogerian concepts of empathy, 
congruence and unconditional positive regard (see Rogers, 1975) are necessary 
components of CBT practice, providing a solid foundation from which therapeutic 
work may effectively proceed (Sanders & Wills, 2005).
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Somewhat concomitantly, resistance within CBT is increasingly being viewed as a 
reflection of malfunctioning interpersonal processes representative of strains or 
ruptures within the therapeutic alliance (Westra & Aviram, 2013). Schapp, Bennun, 
Schindler and Hoogduin (1993) go further and claim that resistance is the 
responsibility of the therapist who should take corrective action:
“Resistance is a sign that the therapist is not handling that particular 
client in the right way (and by the same token as a sign that the 
therapist should search fo r  an alternative way o f handling the client) ”
(cited in Worrell, 1997: 6)
It certainly seems likely that therapist behaviour contributes to the enhancement or 
reduction of client resistance. Indeed higher levels of therapist directiveness has been 
associated with increased resistance (Beutler et. al., 2011; Newman, 2002), and 
Moyers and Rollnick (2002) contend that “direct confrontation is likely to escalate 
resistance rather than reduce it” (pp. 187). When we consider that highly resistant 
clients often evoke strong feelings of frustration, cynicism and anger in therapists 
(Newman, 2002), and that greater therapist anger has been associated with reduced 
client engagement (e.g., Milmoe, Rosenthal, Blane, Chatetz, & Wolf, 1967), it seems 
particularly important for CBT practitioners to develop the capacity to recognise and 
sensitively navigate processes which could be labelled ‘resistant’.
Conversely, supportive approaches have been found to decrease resistance (Miller, 
Benefield & Tonigan, 1993). In their study of the impact of the emotional reactions 
of therapists towards their clients upon resistance, Westra, Aviram, Connors, Kertes 
and Ahmed (2012) found that positive reactions to clients were linked with significant 
reductions in client resistance. Such positive responses to clients, including liking and 
affection, enjoyment, and a sense of attachment, are synonymous with the basic 
tenants of a good working alliance (Clarkson, 2003) and provide further support for 
the significance of the therapeutic relationship in improving outcome.
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Using the therapeutic relationship as a tool to understand resistance
Thus, it seems that lower levels of resistance enhance therapeutic outcome. 
Moreover, it would appear that the therapeutic relationship plays a large role in either 
enhancing or diminishing said resistance. It therefore seems important to tackle client 
resistance with a view to overcoming this barrier to therapeutic change. With this in 
mind, what can a CBT therapist actually do when they encounter resistance?
There is a growing body of literature calling for the integration of the psychoanalytic 
concepts of transference and counter-transference within CBT practice (e.g.. Safran & 
Segal, 1996; Sanders & Wills, 2005). Counter-transference is increasingly recognised 
as a valuable tool to gain deeper understanding of clients and their external 
relationship patterns and psychological difficulties (Parpottas, 2012). As the presence 
of resistance is seemingly a manifestation of interpersonal dynamics between client 
and therapist (as illustrated earlier in this paper), it therefore seems apt to consider 
resistance as part of the transferential process and strive to understand what the 
phenomenon may communicate about clients.
Take, for example, a client who presents with symptoms of depression (e.g., low 
mood, limited motivation, social withdrawal). Despite expressing desire to change, to 
not feel this way anymore, they struggle to identify specific ‘goals’ or ways to achieve 
said change and are similarly unable to complete homework tasks. The CBT model 
for depression is appropriately being applied (i.e., early formulation, challenging 
assumptions, behavioural activation and homework), however, the client seems 
reluctant to engage with such interventions. It is easy to become fimstrated with such 
a client who may appear noncommittal, detached, woeful and unable to help 
themselves by engaging with the process. This frustration could lead to feelings of 
failure and despondence from both therapist and client, possibly resulting in one or 
both disengaging from therapy.
If, however, the therapist attempts to understand the resistance as a reflection of 
interpersonal dynamics, they might, for example, learn that the client’s history of 
engaging in abusive relationships leads them to feel frustrated, criticised, not good
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enough and misunderstood when they feel as though they are being told what to do. 
Rather than continuing in the same vein, it may be fruitful to bring these dynamics to 
the fore and collaboratively find ways to integrate CBT techniques into the process in 
a manner that is both sensitive and attuned to the transferential components of the 
therapeutic relationship.
It may also be fruitful to understand resistance as a way of unconsciously maintaining 
the status quo (Newman, 2002). Indeed change can be a frightening proposition for 
anyone. It evokes feelings of uncertainty, insecurity, conflict and ambiguity (Westra 
& Aviram, 2013), and can consequently feel very destabilising. Resistance may also 
be understood as a reflection of ambivalence about change. In the area of Generalised 
Anxiety Disorder (GAD), for example, Borkovec and Roemer (1995) found that 
whilst individuals who suffer from GAD identify their worry as a problem, they also 
hold positive beliefs about their worry (e.g., “worry motivates me and prevents bad 
things from happening”) and can therefore feel ambivalent about relinquishing their 
worry. There is also an increasing body of literature that associates worry in GAD 
with the avoidance of emotional experience (e.g., Borkovec, Alcaine, & Behar, 2004; 
McLaughlin, Mennin, & Farach, 2007).
Using the therapeutic relationship to reduce resistance
Thus, rather than considered an obstacle to therapeutic process, it would be more 
constructive to consider resistance in CBT as valuable information to be understood. 
As such, the therapist would be wise to “hear the wisdom in it” (Miller & Rollnick, 
2002 cited in Westra & Aviram, 2013: 274). Newman (2002) suggests that therapists 
should seek to understand the function of resistance and how it fits into the 
developmental history of clients, thereby gaining insight into their fear of engaging 
with treatment. Indeed doing so, through the lens of curiosity and empathy, may 
secure the position of the therapist as benevolent, professional helper, minimising the 
potential to react with frustration, irritation, arguments or passive resignation.
The ultimate goal is to reduce resistance, not by being more directive and coercing 
clients into conforming, but through sensitive attunement to the function of resistance
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and reluctance to change. Doing so may lead to enhanced empathy, support and 
understanding: fundamental elements of a productive therapeutic relationship (Beutler 
et. al., 2011; Newman, 2002; Sanders & Wills, 2005; Westra et. al., 2012) which, as 
illustrated earlier, offers a solid foundation for therapeutic change.
Resistance within CBT may also be considered as a rupture of the therapeutic 
alliance. Reparation of which, according to Sanders and Wills (2005), provides 
clients with different relational experiences, from which other relationships may be 
modelled. Considering the case of the depressed client mentioned earlier, for 
example, significant others may have responded to their lack of motivation by 
withdrawing and giving up, leading such a client to feel rejected. Responding instead 
through understanding may enable this client to learn that suggestions made by others 
are not always a directive, overpowering command or a criticism of current 
behaviour, but can come from a place of collaboration and care.
A practical approach: Motivational Interviewing
Motivational interviewing (MI) offers CBT therapists guidelines to work with clients 
struggling with interventions, the aim being to understand ambivalence in order to 
manage and overcome resistance. Defined by its founders. Miller and Rollnick (1991, 
2002 cited in Westra & Dozois, 2006) as “a client-centered, directive approach 
designed to enhance intrinsic motivation for change through understanding and 
resolving ambivalence about change” (pp. 483), MI advocates space for exploring 
thoughts and feelings around change before embarking on therapy ‘proper’.
The idea behind MI is that ambivalent / resistant clients receive a brief period of MI 
therapy prior to receiving CBT (i.e., four sessions). Known as “MI spirit”, the 
therapist embodies an attitude of collaboration, evocation and respect for client 
autonomy (Aviram & Westra, 2011). Yet, whilst MI borrows heavily from the work 
of Rogers (Moyers & Rollnick, 2002), it departs from client-centred therapy in that it 
incorporates therapist beliefs about the importance of change and is thus underlain by 
a current seeking to move the client towards behaviour modification. There are four 
central principles of MI in practice including empathy, developing discrepancy
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between the client’s values and behaviour, rolling with resistance rather than 
confronting it, and supporting self-efficacy. A client suffering from GAD would, for 
example, be encouraged to explore their positive and negative beliefs around their 
anxiety. By rolling with the resistance (i.e., expressing understanding of the 
motivations for not changing, rather than attempting to convince the client that change 
is worthwhile) and almost playing the role of devil’s advocate, the therapist may 
notice emergent change talk from the client who begins to object and re-evaluate the 
fimction of their anxiety (e.g., “yes, but by being that way, I pay the price). In this 
way, motivation and desire for change emerges from the client. Further, following 
MI, it is their choice to engage in CBT.
In principle, MI is seemingly an amalgamation of humanistic principles, 
psychoanalytic interpretation of resistance as a defensive reaction against fear and 
consequences of change, which requires understanding, and the directive (albeit less 
palpable) nature of CBT. In practice, there is empirical support for the efficacy of MI. 
In their study of the impact of MI on resistance in CBT for GAD, Aviram and Westra 
(2011), for example, found that participants who received MI prior to CBT were rated 
as less resistant to those who did not. Moreover, reduced early resistance as a 
function of receiving MI pretreatment was associated with significantly better 
proximal and distal outcomes in CBT. The finding that MI reduces resistance and 
enhances client engagement is further supported within the clinical areas of GAD 
(Westra & Dozois, 2006; Angus & Kagan, 2009), mixed anxiety and depression 
(Westra, 2004) and substance abuse and alcohol disorders (Magill, Stout, & Apodaca, 
2013).
A gap in the model
Thus, empirical studies seemingly support the application of MI principles in practice. 
Further, having applied its underlying values to my work with clients who appear 
resistant to CBT interventions and ambivalent about therapeutic change, I have 
personally experienced positive outcomes. However, as a counselling psychologist 
who embodies the principles of pluralistic practice, I feel that the knowledge I have of 
the concepts of transference and counter-transference was partially responsible for
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this: knowledge that was, I believe, guided by understanding how a therapist might 
use themselves to deepen insight. Indeed, as outlined throughout this paper, 
recognising and understanding resistance is seemingly dependent on sensitive 
attunement to the transferential relationship, awareness that is guided by the 
therapists’ personal, emotional reactions towards their clients. Yet whilst 
understanding transference is considered an essential part of psychoanalytic therapy 
(Clarkson, 2003), this is only recently gaining momentum within CBT (Sanders & 
Wills, 2005). Furthermore, CBT has not yet embraced the concept of ‘use of self 
(Parpottas, 2012). Moreover, personal therapy, which aids understanding of both of 
these concepts, is not seen as an essential or widely accepted aspect of CBT training 
(Sanders & Wills, 2005). One therefore wonders whether current training within CBT 
and MI offers enough of a foundation to engage with the intricacies and complexities 
of transferential process, required, it is suggested here, to understand and work with 
resistance.
Bridging the gap; Towards reflective integration of MI within CBT Practice
Resistance is thus a phenomenon that many CBT therapists will encounter and one 
that potentially hinders therapeutic progress. It is therefore essential to recognise and 
overcome this process, but it can be tricky to navigate. The literature seems clear in 
that confronting resistance within the therapeutic relationship will exacerbate the 
dynamic. Therapists would, it seems, be better equipped if they attempt to understand 
the phenomenon within the context of a client’s history and their attachment 
relationships with significant others, from a place of compassion and empathy.
MI takes these factors into consideration and offers a practical, empirically supported 
approach to deal with resistance and/or ambivalence within CBT. The underlying 
ethos embraces the principles of humanistic practice, the importance of the 
therapeutic relationship, and the concept of counter-transference: all of which appear 
fundamental in overcoming resistance. In order to fully embrace and effectively 
utilise such tools, however, I argue that individual practitioners need training and 
personal therapy in order to better understand the concepts of transference and ‘use of 
self. I further call for the integration of MI within standard CBT practice rather than
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as a prelude to treatment. Indeed therapy is rarely a linear process and clients may, 
whilst initially feeling motivated after receiving MI, relapse during CBT, once again 
becoming flooded with uncertainty and fear. In such cases, the practitioner may need 
to re-introduce the principles of MI into therapy. Further, even clients who seem 
highly motivated from the onset of therapy may encounter the uncertainty and fear 
that change often evokes. For such clients, it would be helpful for CBT practitioners 
to have within their toolbox the capacity to call upon the principles of MI and evaluate 
and work with, rather than against, resistance. Again, for which, adequate training is 
required.
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Understanding and Treating Depression:
How attachment theory might inform psychological intervention
It has been estimated that 2.6 in every 100 adults are affected by depression each year 
(Health and Social Care Information Centre, 2009). Chronic forms of depression are 
associated with frequent suicide attempts (Howland, 1993), psychosocial impairment 
(Godard, Baruch, Grondin, & Lafleur, 2012), and rising health care costs (Savage, 
2009). A pervasive, prevalent issue affecting not only individual sufferers, but those 
around them (Muscroft & Bowl, 2000) and the nation’s economy (Savage, 2009). It 
is crucial, therefore, that these adults can access psychological interventions which 
promote well-being.
It is beyond the scope of this essay to comprehensively review extant theory regarding 
potential causes and treatment of depression. Instead, I intend to critically discuss the 
phenomenon from the perspective of attachment theory, providing links between early 
relational experiences and adult functioning and behaviour (Rizq, 2010). Given that 
research signifies the children of depressed parents to be at greater risk of developing 
depression (e.g., Flykt, Kanninen, Sinkhonen, & Punamaki, 2010; Silk, Shaw, Forbes, 
Lane, & Kovacs, 2006), citing early attachment relationships as a precipitating factor, 
attachment theory can offer insight into the developmental origins of depression 
(Shaw & Dallos, 2005), which in turn has implications for how depression is treated 
(Bettmann, 2006).
Current interventions are heavily linked to diagnostic categories and standardised 
treatments; effective to a point. This paper will argue that such a generic approach 
lacks consideration of individual developmental factors which precipitate 
vulnerability to depression. Attachment theory, for its capacity to offer an 
individualised, holistic approach to emotional distress, could bridge this gap, thereby 
improving the efficacy of current interventions. Counselling psychologists, as 
reflective scientist-practitioners who take a holistic approach to human distress, are in 
a strong position to support such interventions.
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This paper therefore takes a critical realist stance, assuming that a true reality exists 
but that we are limited in our capacity to know it (Ponterotto, 2005). The concept of 
diagnoses is accepted, however, the imperfection of categories is noted and 
concomitant interventions based upon such categories are considered to be over­
simplified. Particular psychological interventions are suggested based upon 
underlying attachment style; a relativist epistemology is therefore adopted.
Contextual challenges in defining and treating depression
The term depression describes a number of symptoms including emotional flatness, 
emptiness, low mood, changes in appetite and sleep and feelings of futility and 
hopelessness (Shaw & Dallos, 2005). Diagnostic criteria for major depressive 
disorder and depressive episodes according to the 5* revision of the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) stipulates that such symptoms are 
experienced for more than two weeks, mood represents a change from an individual’s 
baseline, and ability to function (i.e., within work and relationships) is impaired 
(American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2000).
Such diagnostic criteria matters because they guide public, professional and 
experiential perceptions of depression. On the one hand, such criteria can be useful. 
In my clinical work and personal experience of depression, I do notice commonalities 
of symptoms amongst individuals with similar behaviours and experiences. Further, 
many clients request diagnoses, finding the label normalising and reassuring that they 
are not alone in their experiences. Moreover, a diagnosis enables sufferers to access 
treatment.
On the other hand, the underlying concept of diagnoses assumes the existence of 
‘normal’ behaviours defining, for example, how much sadness we should feel, or 
when or how much we should sleep and eat (Golsworthy, 2004). Against this 
behaviour is evaluated, with behaviours outside of this ‘normal’ spectrum considered 
‘abnormal’. This can leave individuals feeling susceptible to external judgement. 
Further, grouping symptoms in this way fails to consider individual differences in the 
experience of depression, which vary according to meaning and context.
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Within Western society, the medical model of diagnosis and treatment predominates, 
in which psychiatric classification is the dominant language to understand difficulties 
(Golsworthy, 2004). Thus, in order to access available treatments within the National 
Health Service (NHS), diagnosis is necessary, which may leave individuals feeling 
they have little choice but to accept diagnoses. Further, treatment options are heavily 
linked to diagnosis. The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) 
(2009) recommends treatment of depression with medication, and/or cognitive 
behavioural therapy (CBT), the predominant psychotherapeutic intervention on offer.
Moreover, such descriptive classification negates the need for theoretical 
understanding of its categories and causation is not addressed. Understanding the 
aetiology of depression is complex, individual and, it is argued here, necessary to 
enhance treatment efficacy: not only for professionals, but for sufferers, who may see 
little purpose in pursuing and enacting personal change if they are told, and thus 
believe, the causes for their distress to be organic.
For example, there is considerable debate about whether depression is a heightened 
reaction to adversity or an endogenous disease (Shaw & Dallos, 2005); perception of 
which has implications about whether one treats and accepts treatment by medication. 
For example, extant research indicates that medication, specifically selective serotonin 
reuptake inhibitors, alleviates symptoms of depression when administered to sufferers 
compared to those who receive a placebo drug (e.g., Wolffa, Holzelb, Westphala, 
Hârtera, & Kristona, 2013). Such findings are suggestive of the part that the 
neurotransmitter serotonin plays in depression. Further, research has identified 
genetic factors (i.e., the serotonin transporter gene) which increase susceptibility to 
depressive reactions to stress (e.g., Karg, Burmeister, Shedden, & Sen, 2011). Such 
findings are, however, inconsistent, which compounds the issue of causality and 
highlights the significance of environmental factors (Caspi, Hariri and Moffitt, 2010).
A medicalised approach, which risks overlooking the salience of environmental 
factors, is also inharmonious with the ethos of counselling psychology, viewing 
emotional and psychological distress as the product of interacting systems in which 
the physical-biological component is considered to be the least influential and product
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of psycho-social factors (Golsworthy, 2004). Counselling psychologists are attuned 
to the fact that behaviours considered to be maladaptive are rooted in adaptive 
responses to difficult environments rather than a mental dysfunction. Thus, 
counselling psychologists attempt to understand individual distress rather than label it. 
Attachment theory, it is posited, provides a viable solution to these diagnostic and 
treatment challenges.
The significance of attachments
Developed by John Bowlby, attachment theory addresses factors shaping the capacity 
of individuals to form meaningful relationships (Bowlby, 1969). Hypothesising the 
innate drive of children to attach to caregivers in order to survive, Bowlby suggested 
that thinking and behaviour is organised in order to maintain such relationships. How 
attachment figures respond to a baby or infants’ distress is therefore internalised and 
guides the development of “internal working models” (IWM). These are experience- 
based, predictive templates, referred to as schemas, which inform perceptions of 
future relationships (Ravitz, Maunder, & McBride, 2008) and regulation of emotion 
(Baim & Morrison, 2011). Neurobiological research cites the significance of early 
attachment relationships on the development of the brain:
“For the infant and young child, attachment relationships are the major 
environmental factors that shape the development o f  the brain during its 
period o f maximal growth. ”
(Siegel, 1999 cited in Baim & Morrison, 2011: 16)
Thus, with genetic and environmental factors impacting neurobiological development, 
the issue of causality becomes even more complex.
The schemas encoded within the IWM are therefore potent, resulting in embedded 
patterns of relatively secure or insecure attachment styles (Ravitz, Maunder, & 
McBride, 2008). A secure infant has had significantly positive early relational 
experiences (i.e., attuned, reliable, consistent care) to have developed both the 
capacity to self-soothe and the ability to trust and draw comfort from others in
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stressful situations. Mis-attunement, inconsistency, abuse or neglect often 
characterise the history of insecure infants. Research indicates that childhood patterns 
of attachment manifest as relational and sometimes pathological patterns in adulthood 
(e.g., Johnson, 1994; Wallin, 2007).
Attachment theory and depression
According to Ravitz, Maunder and McBride (2008), attachment theory is relevant to 
depression because attachment security remains a potent force in adulthood. 
Dysfunctional attachment patterns in childhood may render such children more 
vulnerable to depression both in childhood and adolescence (Dignam, Parry, & Berk, 
2010; Shaw & Dallos, 2005) and adulthood (Baim & Morrison, 2011). Indeed the US 
National Comorbidity Survey found a positive correlation between insecure 
attachment and major depression (cited in Ravitz, Maunder, & McBride, 2008). 
Moreover, insecurely attached individuals often exhibit higher levels of depression in 
adulthood compared to securely attached individuals (e.g., Muris, Mayer, & Meesters, 
2000). Discerning a clear understanding of the reasons for this correlation is, 
however, complex, compounded by the co-morbidity of depression with other 
psychiatric conditions such as anxiety disorders and anorexia nervosa (Shaw & 
Dallos, 2005). Nevertheless, within the framework of attachment theory, the literature 
cites precipitant factors rendering individuals vulnerable to depression. These factors 
shall herein be discussed.
Internal working models and depression
According to Dignam, Parry and Berk (2010), “depression is frequently about loss: 
relationships, role, self-esteem and identity” (pp. 204). Discerning the nature of that 
loss is, they suggest, dependent upon understanding prior relational experiences. The 
IWM of an individual formulated in childhood offers clues regarding the nature of 
such relationships, thereby offering insight into why a person with an insecure 
attachment style may be more vulnerable to develop depression.
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Consider, for example, an infant who was consistently ignored and/or rejected by their 
primary caregiver when distressed. That infant may have learnt that expressing affect 
has negative consequences and is counter-productive. They may consequently 
develop the IWM that others cannot be trusted, manifesting in an avoidant attachment 
style towards others in adulthood. Contrastingly, infants receiving inconsistent 
responses from their caregivers (i.e., sometimes they received care and comfort, other 
times they did not) may develop the IWM that others are inconsistent, consequently 
developing a more anxious attachment style. In terms of the former, individuals may 
become too self-sufficient and deny or avoid help and support from others (Ravitz, 
Maunder, & McBride, 2008), exacerbating feelings of loneliness and emptiness 
(Johnson, 1994). With regard to the latter scenario, the individual may seek help and 
care, but in a manner that is too excessive, demanding or intense, potentially leading 
to rejection or withdrawal from others (Ravitz, Maunder, & McBride, 2008).
In both scenarios, stressful events in childhood predict the development of 
maladaptive, unhelpful behaviours and expectations within adult relationships, 
eliciting inconsistent, unsupportive behaviours (Shaw & Dallos, 2005). 
Concomitantly, these early attachment experiences may unconsciously drive 
individuals to select partners with whom past relational patters are repeated (Baim & 
Morrison, 2011). A person with an anxious attachment style may, for example, find 
themselves attracted to emotionally unavailable, inconsistent partners reminiscent of 
earlier caregivers. Both acting in a manner that sabotages close relationships, and 
unconsciously repeating patterns, could result in feelings of rejection, loneliness and 
abandonment. Considering the importance of interpersonal relationships in buffering 
against stress and providing emotional support, such dysfunctional relationships may 
partly explain the vulnerability of an insecure individual to depression (Ingram, 
2003).
Self-concept and depression
Early attachment relationships also influence the development of self-concept and 
self-esteem. The views parents have of their children are enduring (Shaw & Dallos,
2005). As children develop, lack of care or rejection by caregivers may generate
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feelings of unworthiness and derogation, which become deeply encoded in the IMW 
of the self (Ingram, 2003). This notion is supported by object-relations theory, 
positing that early experiences of inconsistent, unattuned care results in the deep- 
rooted, core belief of the infant that they are responsible for inducing their caregiver to 
behave as such (Gomez, 1997; Johnson, 1994). Ultimately, the infant introjects the 
view that they are unloveable:
“Thus an unwanted child is likely not only to feel unwanted by his 
parents but to believe that he is essentially unwantable, namely 
unwanted by anyone. ”
(Bowlby, 1973 cited in Shaw & Dallos, 2005: 413)
This leads to the tendency of such individuals, in adulthood, to view themselves as the 
cause of negative events and appraise themselves in relation to others and events in a 
disproportionately negative manner (Ingram, 2003). According to Rose and 
Abramson (1992), this process of internalization precipitates the development of a 
negative attribution style which may create depression risk.
All individuals encounter negative emotions as a result of stressful situations, but 
most do not experience depression as a result (Ingram, 2003). Individuals with a 
deep-rooted tendency to appraise events negatively may experience the activation of 
maladaptive self-cognitions during stressful life events, in which negative emotions 
are evoked:
“Hence, life stress that is cognitively interpreted in terms o f one’s 
inadequacy and inferiority turns a “normal” negative affective 
state into depression ”
(Teasdale, 1988 cited in Ingram, 2003: 84)
This idea is reminiscent of Freud’s differentiation between mourning and melancholia 
(Freud, 1917). In mourning, an individual’s response to a negative event is “this is 
terrible”, whereas in melancholia their response is “I am terrible”.
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Depressed parents, emotional regulation and depression
Another way to view the origins of vulnerability towards depression is to consider 
those who appear more at risk of experiencing the phenomenon. The offspring of 
depressed parents are known to fall into this category (Silk et al., 2006). Early 
attachment experiences with depressive mothers are often characterised by excessive 
neediness on the part of the mother (Johnson, 1994), lack of attunement (Baim & 
Morrison, 2011), and difficulty understanding and responding to the needs of their 
child (Flykt et al., 2010). As a result of experiencing the pain of needs unmet, such 
children learn to deny their needs, prioritise the needs of their mother, and seek ways 
to gain independence (Baim & Morrison, 2011): a way of relating often replicated in 
adulthood (Johnson, 1994).
Such experiences may, as discussed earlier, predict the development of an insecure 
attachment style, possibly rendering one more susceptible to develop a depressive 
reaction to life stress. It could also be the case that such children learn maladaptive 
strategies for dealing with stress through their parents. Indeed Shaw and Dallos 
(2005) cite the ability to regulate affect as a mediating factor in the development of 
depressive symptoms. Extant literature signifies the importance of emotional 
regulation (ER) for managing emotion and reducing depression risk (e.g.. Silk et al.,
2006). Indeed the capacity to use cognitive processes to appraise situations in a 
balanced manner, or find positive meaning in negative situations, is associated with 
greater psychological resilience (Gamefski, Teerds, Legerstee, & van den Komer, 
2004; Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004). Yet the children of depressed mothers are more 
likely to report more negatively toned self-attributions (Ingram, 2003), anticipate 
negative outcomes fi-om situations (Silk et al., 2006) and display less positive and 
more negative emotions than other children (Campbell, Cohn, & Meyers, 1995). It 
could be the case, therefore, that exposure to high levels of negative affect at home 
results in the modelling of dysfunctional ER strategies utilised by their parents (Silk et 
al., 2006). When faced with stressful events in adulthood, they respond the only way 
they know how: negatively.
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Integrating attachment theory with psychological intervention
Extant literature thus suggests that children who develop insecure attachment styles 
are more susceptible to develop unhelpful internal working models, negative self- 
concepts and difficulties regulating emotion. This may render such children more 
vulnerable to experience depressive reactions to life’s stressors than those with secure 
attachment styles. But how can we use this knowledge to inform psychological 
intervention with depression?
Whilst attachment styles do endure over time (Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & 
Albersheim, 2000), Rothcard and Shaver (1994) denote their malleability, modifiable, 
they posit, within close interpersonal relationships. Because attachment styles are 
templates for how individuals perceive and respond to others, they also dictate how 
clients may respond to their therapist, i.e., within the transference (Shorey & Synder,
2006). It is thus posited that the therapeutic relationship offers a rich arena from 
which to understand, repair and heal painful experiences and models of the past 
(Clarkson, 2003). Further, the therapeutic relationship becomes a template of a 
healthy relationship, enabling clients to use that model external to therapy.
According to Bettmann (2006), clinicians who understand the attachment style of 
their client, and the resiliency and risk of that attachment style, are better equipped to 
provide sensitive, attuned treatment. Consider, for example, the aetiology and 
behavioural and affective manifestations of individuals with avoidant attachment 
styles. Johnson (1994) asserts that understanding their core issue as being one that 
revolves around denial of need, suppression of emotion and fear of vulnerability is 
vital for therapists who are then better positioned to offer tailored care, addressing 
such issues when they arise.
Extending attachment theory to inform psychotherapeutic practice, Kiesler’s 
interpersonal communications theory (Kiesler, 1996) is a useful framework to help 
clients to identify and understand unhelpful, maladaptive interpersonal transactions 
which amplify depressogenic processes (Ravitz, Maunder, & McBride, 2008). 
Conceptualising interpersonal patterns in terms of “circular causality”, Kiesler
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highlights the process in which individuals continually affect and are affected by 
others. The model draws attention to two interpersonal dimensions, agency 
(dominance vs. submissiveness) and affiliation (friendliness vs. disengagement), and 
highlights how interpersonal behaviours on one end of the spectrum tend to pull for 
reciprocal responses from others on the other end of the spectrum (e.g., dominance 
pulls for submission and vice versa). According to Ravitz, Maunder and McBride 
(2008), depressed clients typically lack agency and tend to become disengaged from 
social networks; a maladaptive reaction perpetuating interlinked feelings of isolation, 
low self-esteem and depression (Sanders & Wills, 2005). Enabling clients to 
understand these processes may consequently empower them to enact behavioural 
change, possibly improving relationships, enhancing agency and increasing self­
esteem, all of which are connected with the alleviation of depressive symptoms 
(Bettmann, 2006; Ravitz, Maunder, & McBride, 2008).
Bowlby’s attachment theory and Keisler’s interpersonal communications theory 
provide the foundations for interpersonal psychotherapy (IPT): a treatment for 
depression strongly supported by outcome research in different settings and across 
cultures (Ravitz, Maunder, & McBride, 2008). The goals of IPT are to improve 
interpersonal relations by proactively addressing problems relating to isolation, 
change and relational conflicts. By identifying and improving ineffective 
interpersonal patterns, clients are encouraged to explore the possibility of new ways of 
relating to others. Ultimately, by modifying maladaptive processes associated with 
the onset of depressive symptomology, it is hoped that such symptoms are alleviated.
Conclusion
It is thus posited that attachment theory offers a useful framework from which to 
understand and treat clients suffering from depression. Utilising the transferential 
relationship, clinicians are not only better positioned to gain insight into attachment 
patterns and concomitant behavioural manifestations of such, but may proactively 
utilise the relationship to repair and modify unhelpful processes which enhance 
depressive reactions to stress.
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Yet current diagnostic criteria and treatment recommendations seemingly overlook 
the salience of the link between attachment and depression. Dignam, Parry and Berk 
(2010) draw attention to the striking lack of consideration of relational processes in 
the development and maintenance of mental disorders, including depression, noting 
that “mainstream psychiatry has become detached from attachment” (pp. 205). Whilst 
NICE guidelines recognises the failure of current diagnostic criteria to adequately 
capture the impact of psychological and social factors in the course of depression, and 
even recommends IPT and psychodynamic interventions, such interventions are 
reserved for individuals with more severe and enduring symptoms. Further, in my 
clinical experience, these treatments are limited and difficult to access.
It is suggested here that all clinicians not only consider diagnostic and treatment 
options for depression as per standardised guidelines, but also consider attachment 
theory. It is further suggested that clinicians consider a wide range of theoretical 
standpoints from which to understand their clients, which are beyond the scope of this 
essay to consider. Indeed as a counselling psychologist, I embrace the philosophical 
tenants of pluralism and eclecticism underlying practice (see McAteer, 2010), and 
highlight that reduction of any presenting problem to absolute certainty is rarely 
achievable and arguably unhelpful (Kasket, 2012). Thus, whilst this essay has 
explored depression within the context of diagnostic criteria, caution against 
pathologising clients within the framework of the medical model is advised. Rather, 
clinicians are encouraged to embrace the epistemological stance of counselling 
psychology (Larsson, Brooks, & Loewenthal, 2012) and value the phenomenological 
experience of their clients. Normative assumptions, such as through the use of 
diagnosis, is cautioned against.
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THERAPEUTIC PRACTICE DOSSIER
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Introduction to the Therapeutic Practice Dossier
The therapeutic practice dossier provides a brief overview of the clinical experience I 
gained during my training in Psychotherapeutic and Counselling Psychology at the 
University of Surrey. It includes a description of the four clinical placements I 
worked in throughout the three years on the course, the client populations I worked 
with, the type of supervision I received throughout my clinical work, and the 
therapeutic approaches I gained clinical experience in. The dossier concludes with 
my final clinical paper, offering a reflective account of my developmental process 
towards becoming a counselling psychologist.
From my clinical work in these settings, six client study/process reports were 
produced, for which consent was obtained from each client. These illustrate my 
therapeutic work with clients within the parameters of the clinical setting and course 
requirements. Copies of the reports are located in the appendix and attachment to the 
portfolio.
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Clinical Placements
Over the three years, I gained experience working predominantly within three 
therapeutic modalities (person-centred, psychodynamic and cognitive-behavioural). 
Opportunities arose, however, for exposure to other approaches such as mindfulness 
and mentalisation-based therapy (MET), and these experiences will also be outlined.
All of my placements took place within the NHS, standard practice being to work 
within each placement for two days per week. During my second year, however, I 
accepted a placement offering clinical practice for one day per week only (see 
complex places team). At the time, I was extremely interested in and felt a pull 
towards working with children and therefore used the second day per week as an 
opportunity to seek experience doing so. This, I found, and the clinical experience 
here was truly instrumental to my development both as a person and practitioner (see 
CAMHS section and final clinical paper).
First Year Placement: Counselling and Psychology Therapies Service 
October 2011 -  July 2012
My first year placement took place within the counselling and psychology therapies 
arm of a large NHS primary care centre offering short-term psychological therapy to 
patients registered at the health centre. Referrals were received from GPs, also 
located at the practice, and clients were subsequently assessed by the director of 
psychology services (my supervisor) before allocation to a trainee counselling 
psychologist if deemed suitable for therapy. The service was available for adults 
suffering a wide range of mild-to-moderate anxiety and/or depression-related 
difficulties. Clients with specialist or severe needs were referred to a more suitable 
agency or organisation. I gained experience utilising and evaluating a variety of 
psychometric tests including Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9), Generalised 
Anxiety Disorder Assessment (GAD-7), Phobia Scale and WASAS, administered 
during the assessment process to assess suitability for psychological therapy, and pre 
and post-therapy in order to measure therapeutic progress.
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Supervised individual therapy
I saw clients weekly, for 50 minutes and, in general, for between six and twelve 
sessions, although my work with two clients extended to sixteen sessions. The clients 
I saw were mostly well-functioning male and female adults between the ages of 26 
and 60, from a range of socio-economic, educational and cultural backgrounds. 
Presenting issues included anxiety, panic-attacks, low self-esteem, anger, relationship 
problems, depression, attachment difficulties, post-traumatic stress, mid-life transition 
struggles, obsessive-compulsive tendencies, longstanding depression, paranoid 
ideation, borderline and narcissistic tendencies. The histories of some clients were 
sadly characterised by physical and emotional abuse and domestic violence.
Following the course of therapy, I produced a discharge letter for each client, 
addressed to their GP. This letter outlined the initial presenting problem of the client, 
their goals for therapy and offered a summary of the therapeutic work and progress.
Led by a counselling psychologist with twenty years experience within the NHS, 
private practice and academia, the counselling and psychology therapies service 
within this setting was uniquely autonomous. Unbound by NHS protocol and 
measures typical of many psychology services, we were able to offer interventions as 
governed by the needs of the client rather than by such protocol. An inexperienced 
practitioner, interventions were discussed and agreed upon during supervision.
The one-to-one weekly supervisory process fostered a space for existential curiosity 
and creativity, a stance which penetrated my work with clients. It was here that I 
learnt the power of coming from a place of not-knowing, and of embodying the 
principles of the person-centred approach placing trust in the capacity of the client for 
self-healing and actualisation. Yet it was also here that I met and began my love 
affair with the depth and breadth of psychoanalysis. Working with a supervisor who 
highly valued psychoanalytic thinking and practice, I was encouraged to draw upon 
my own process in order to greater understand that of my clients. In so doing, I began 
to recognise the power of transference / counter-transference reactions to understand 
potentially problematic patterns of relating to others and use this awareness to
65
facilitate change. Reflecting upon and utilising my self was an entirely new 
experience for me. With patience and gentle encouragement from my supervisor, I 
slowly began to take more risks, becoming more attuned to and willing to get in touch 
with this aspect of myself and integrate it into supervision and therapy with clients.
For many clients, this was their first experience of therapy. Perhaps as a consequence 
of this and the presentation of their struggles as less complex and enduring than others 
I worked with throughout the three years, I saw how change can happen within a 
short-time frame; an experience that enlightened me to the power of the therapeutic 
relationship in bringing previously unexplored processes to awareness and offering a 
safe, consistent, boundaried space from which to do so.
Assessments
Throughout the placement, I took part in client assessments. During the first half of 
the placement, my role was that of observer, taking notes and interjecting with 
comments or questions where appropriate to do so whilst my supervisor conducted the 
assessments. During the second half of the placement, assessments were led by me. 
Following assessment, my supervisor and I discussed transference, formulation of the 
client’s issues and determined whether to offer clients therapy internally, or to refer 
them to a more appropriate service. I produced detailed reports for assessments led by 
me, including background information, presenting problems, adult functioning, 
formulation and action plan.
This experience enabled me to gain understanding of the overall process from referral 
to assessment, the decision-making process regarding the needs and capacity of the 
client for psychological therapy, as well as the process of assessments. With regard to 
the latter, I was able to understand that it was not only important to gain an in-depth 
understanding of presenting problems, symptomology, history and other relevant 
information, it was also imperative, through tentative interpretation and challenge, to 
assess their level of psychological mindedness.
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Group course: CBT ‘Mind Matters ’
Alongside a qualified counselling psychologist, I co-facilitated a group for clients 
experiencing anxiety-related difficulties, suitability for which was determined 
following the assessment process. The course ran weekly for 6 weeks at an allotted 
time in the evening and lasted for 1 hour. Between 5 and 12 clients attended each 
week.
Underpinned by the principles of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), the course 
was psycho-educative, aiming to provide clients with understanding of the origins of 
their presenting concerns, the link between thoughts and feelings, and with concrete 
coping strategies, including thought records, behavioural experiments and 
mindfulness exercises, to help reduce distress. Clients utilised the techniques 
throughout the 6 weeks and fed back their experiences to the group. All reported 
improvements and expressed desire to continue to utilise the techniques.
I thus gained experiential exposure to CBT and began to integrate therapeutic 
techniques outlined by this modality into my individual work where helpful to do so. 
I enjoyed and appreciated the value of group-work, both for its capacity to impart a 
large amount of knowledge and coping strategies within a short timeframe, and offer a 
normalising space wherein group members were able to relate to others experiencing 
similar struggles.
Second Year Placement: Complex Cases Team 
September 2012 -  July 2013
My second year psychodynamic placement took place in an NHS secondary care 
psychotherapy department, which formed part of a large NHS mental health trust. 
Although attached to the Personality Disorders Intervention Team (PDIT), the 
complex cases team was segregated from other psychological services. Led by a 
consultant adult psychotherapist from a Kleinian background (my supervisor), other 
professionals within the team included an administrative assistant and four trainee
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psychologists who conducted the therapy. The service was entirely psychodynamic in 
orientation.
Clients were referred by GPs, psychiatrists. Community Mental Health Recovery 
Services (CMHRS) and other specialist secondary care services. All suffered from 
severe, complex and enduring mental health difficulties causing acute distress. 
Further, all had previously received psychological interventions that had not alleviated 
distress in an on-going capacity.
Upon referral, clients were screened by the aforementioned consultant psychotherapist 
who conducted a detailed assessment. Due to the nature of therapy, clients were 
assessed for their level of psychological mindedness, capacity for reflective thinking 
and ability to absorb challenging interpretation. Once considered suitable for therapy, 
they were placed on a waiting list (waiting times averaged between three and nine 
months) and, when a therapeutic space became available, referred to a trainee 
psychologist.
Supervised individual therapy
Due to the long-term nature of therapy and limited time spent at the placement (1 day 
per week), I saw 5 clients for six to nine months. The clients I worked with were 
male and female adults between the ages of 25 and 35, from a variety of socio­
economic and educational backgrounds. Presenting problems included obsessive- 
compulsive disorder, health anxiety, bi-polar disorder, conversion disorder, 
relationship and attachment difficulties, personality disorder and paranoia and 
narcissistic tendencies.
Supervised by a Kleinian psychoanalyst, my therapeutic work with clients was strictly 
boundaried, the aim being to foster a relationship within which rich transference and 
counter-transferential reactions were cultivated, analysed and utilised to enact change. 
A parallel process emerged within the work whereby, in the absence of reassurance, 
both myself and my clients initially experienced the model as strict, harsh and 
persecutory, but later began to value the approach for its ability to rapidly and
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potently bring unconscious processes to the fore, which could then be thought about 
within the relationship and used to facilitate change. Further, once these initial 
reactions were traversed, the position of care and empathy from which interventions 
were made was realised, and we found ourselves within a relationship combining 
connectedness with separateness.
Alongside another trainee counselling psychologist, verbatim transcripts were 
presented and discussed during weekly supervision. Interventions were analysed and 
close attention paid to transference and counter-transference. Psychoanalytic theory, 
particularly from the object-relations school of thought including the work of Melanie 
Klein, Donald Winnicott, Wilfred Bion, Ron Britton and Michael Feldman, was 
called upon to inform practice.
Second Year Placement: Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services 
(CAMHS)
October 2012 -  July 2013
My other second year psychodynamic placement took place in an NHS primary 
healthcare setting providing specialist services for children and adolescents suffering 
moderate-to-severe mental health issues. Its multi-disciplinary team consisted of 
counselling and clinical psychologists, psychiatrists, psychiatric nurses, occupational 
therapists, art therapists, music therapists, support workers and administrators. The 
service offered psychosocial interventions such as one-to-one psychological therapy, 
systemic therapy and art and music therapy. Clients were referred by GPs, social 
workers, parents, schools and other authorities including the police. Following 
referral, each child was assessed by a member of the team and, during discussion at a 
bi-weekly team meeting, a decision was made regarding treatment. Criteria to receive 
treatment from this tier 3 service specified that the child or adolescent experienced 
difficulties severe enough to receive a diagnosis, otherwise they were referred to a 
community-based team.
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Supervised individual therapy
Throughout the placement, I worked with a small group of children and young people 
aged between 8 and 16, from a variety of different backgrounds, with difficulties 
relating to complex trauma, attachment and identity. With the younger children, I 
worked within the fi*amework of play therapy, seeking to understand symbolic 
communication through play and the therapeutic relationship. Remaining attentive to 
developmental stages, the placement offered an opportunity to understand and work 
with life experiences, some very adverse, shaping identity and behaviours fi*om a very 
early age. I was also able to see the reparative power of a containing therapeutic 
relationship characterised by boundaries, attuned attention and consistency.
Supervised by a Jungian Psychoanalyst, I was encouraged to think about and link the 
experiences of clients in the external world with their internal processes (and vice 
versa). Contrary to the Kleinian framework I worked within in my other 
psychodynamic placement, I was able to observe and challenge the pull within the 
psychoanalytic tradition to sometimes pay insufficient attention to relationships 
outside of the therapeutic dyad (e.g., family and other environmental aspects). In so 
doing, the process enlightened me to a more flexible, curious and benign approach to 
psychoanalytic therapy.
Observational opportunity
As part of my introduction to and development of psychoanalytic practice, I 
undertook a 6 week psychoanalytic observation of a 5 year old girl within her class at 
school. The little girl was simultaneously seen by my supervisor for one-to-one 
psychoanalytic therapy. The purpose of the observation was to gain insight into the 
child’s internal world, accessed through symbolic interpretation of her interactions 
and play at school, as well transference and counter-transference. Here, an 
opportunity presented to deepen reflective thinking in relation to my own process. 
Each week the experience was discussion in supervision, with particular attention paid 
towards my emotional experience.
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Assessments
An opportunity arose to conduct assessments together with a clinical psychologist 
within the team. My role was primarily that of observer, although I often interjected 
with questions or interventions throughout the process, and completed detailed reports 
for each assessment, formulation for which was jointly discussed.
Other
As well as weekly one-to-one supervision, I occasionally took part in weekly multi­
disciplinary team meetings, bi-weekly client assessment and outcome meetings and 
was involved in regular consultations with care coordinators and psychiatrists. 
Further, I regularly liaised with parties external to the service who were involved in 
the care of the children I worked with including parents, foster-carers, social workers 
and schools. Moreover, I wrote mid-therapy and end-of-therapy reports available for 
all such parties.
Third year Placement: Community Mental Health Recovery Service (CMHRS) 
October 2013 -  August 2014
In my third year of training, my placement was based in a CMHRS, a secondary care 
service forming part of a large NHS mental health trust. The service provided support 
for adults with a wide range of complex, severe and enduring mental health 
difficulties including psychosis, bipolar disorder, personality disorder, post-traumatic 
stress disorder as well as anxiety and depression. All clients presented with risk 
issues in relation to their mental health difficulties. The team was multi-disciplinary, 
consisting of counselling and clinical psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, 
occupational therapists and community psychiatric nurses. Individuals were referred 
by GPs, inpatient units and primary care services. Once referred, they were assessed 
by a member of the team (usually a psychiatrist, occupational therapist or social 
worker) and, if considered suited to the service, were allocated to a care-coordinator 
who managed the treatment they received. It was this professional who referred
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clients for psychological intervention. The service offered one-to-one psychological 
therapy and psycho-educational groups.
Supervised individual therapy
Whilst the course stipulates the use of CBT within third year placements, the 
complexity of client issues warranted a highly individualised, flexible approach to 
practice. As such, interventions were discussed and agreed upon during supervision, 
as dictated by the needs of the client rather than therapeutic modality. Nevertheless, 
most clients presented with anxiety and depression and found CBT techniques 
directed towards reducing anxiety (i.e., graded exposure) and enhancing mood (i.e., 
behavioural activation) concrete and useful. Further, clients seemed to value the 
open, collaborative nature of CBT, particularly the process of joint formulation, and 
such techniques thus formed part of my work with all clients.
In general, I saw clients for 8 to 12 weekly sessions, although I was able to see one 
client for 27 sessions and another for 19 sessions. The clients I saw were male and 
female adults between the ages of 24 and 62, from a wide range of socio-economic, 
educational and cultural backgrounds, with a variety of mental health difficulties and 
diagnoses including psychosis, bipolar disorder, PTSD, Autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD), personality disorder as well as depression and anxiety.
During the first half of my placement, I worked under the supervision of a senior 
counselling psychologist within the team. As a supervisor who highly valued and was 
undergoing further training in psychoanalysis, particular attention was paid to the use 
of self within the therapeutic process; a supervisory approach I particularly 
appreciated for continuing my development in understanding the complexities and 
subtleties of transference and identification processes between therapist and client.
Due to unforeseen circumstances, throughout the second half of this placement my 
supervisor left the service and I was subsequently supervised by a principle clinical 
psychologist within the team. Again, attention was paid to process and I also gained 
exposure to MBT. Aimed to strengthen the capacity of clients to think about the
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mental states of the self and others, this was particularly relevant to many clients I 
worked with. Indeed with histories of physical, emotional and/or sexual abuse and/or 
neglect, an attuned environment from which to develop this capacity was not 
provided, and I hoped to offer a containing, reparative, safe base from which to do so.
Assessments
Once referred for psychological intervention, clients were assessed for their suitability 
for psychological therapy. As part of my role within the team, I solely conducted a 
number of assessments, produced detailed reports including formulation of presenting 
concerns and, in consultation with my supervisor, determined the most appropriate 
help available for clients. Many were seen by a psychologist within the team or 
referred to a group running within the trust. Clients with more specialist issues were 
referred to the most appropriate service available for their needs (e.g., long-term 
psychotherapy, ASD service, PDIT).
Anxiety management group
I co-facilitated two anxiety-management groups for clients suffering a wide range of 
anxiety-related difficulties. Underpinned by the principles of CBT, the group was 
psycho-educative, offering clients an opportunity to leam about the origins of their 
distress, the link between thoughts and feelings, strategies for coping with their 
physical symptoms (i.e., breathing exercises) and ways to challenge negative thinking 
(i.e., thought records, noticing distorted thinking) and avoidance strategies.
As pre-agreed with my co-facilitator, I ran parts of the sessions and acted as an 
observer during other parts of the sessions, fireely interjecting where appropriate and 
helpful to do so.
Mindfulness group
During the second half of my placement, I acted as the lead facilitator for an 8 week 
mindfulness group available for clients suffering a range of anxiety and depression-
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related difficulties. Supported by an assistant psychologist and, on occasion, my 
supervisor, the group offered space for clients to develop understanding of and 
practice the techniques and tenets of mindfulness, namely the development of an 
accepting relationship with difficult thoughts, feelings and emotions. Weekly 
sessions consisted of psycho-education and mindfulness techniques, including 
breathing spaces, yoga therapy, stretch and breath, body scan and meditation.
Other
I frequently consulted with members of the team, most often care-coordinators and 
psychiatrists involved in the care of my clients, in order to discuss difficulties, 
emerging concerns and diagnoses. Further, safeguarding and risk issues often arose, 
requiring reflective discussion and evaluation before determining action. I also took 
part in weekly multi-disciplinary team meetings and bi-weekly assessment meetings 
where new referrals and assessments were discussed and decisions regarding 
treatment plans were determined. Moreover, where appropriate to do so and in 
consultation with my clients, upon ending therapy I referred clients to external 
services available to continue with the progress made during therapy. For example, I 
referred a client with Asperger’s syndrome, whom I worked with to reduce time spent 
showering and brushing his teeth, to a specialist ASD service in order to build 
activities into his life that may replace the extra time gained having reduced such 
time. Indeed our fear was that previous habits would be reverted to in the absence of 
activity.
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Introduction
“The greatest explorer on this earth never takes voyages as long as
those o f the man who descends to the depth o f his heart. ” (Julien Green)
I am aware that the intention of this paper is to answer the question “who am I?’ as a 
counselling psychologist. I am also aware that self-reflection and self-awareness are 
the cornerstones of our profession (Rizq, 2010). Uncovering blind spots, parts of the 
self lurking beneath ostensibly still waters that may surface as seemingly innocuous 
thoughts, emotions and reactions that guide the choices we make, is part of an 
ongoing expedition one commits to as a counselling psychologist. Julien Green 
encapsulates this experience for me; an infinite voyage through bottomless seas, 
searching for something intangible. Once onboard I am committed for life; unable to 
nullify the analytical, reflective part of the brain ignited with every success, failure, 
dilemma, relationship struggle, and every choice.
I paint a picture of a life-sentence and sometimes that is how it feels. But this process 
of self exploration has also generated freedom from the past and from patterns of 
behaviour that have obstinately anchored me. I see it as necessary that counselling 
psychologists go through this process. How can we expect our clients to engage 
unless we can too? How can we help our clients to gain self awareness unless we do 
to? An integral part of counselling psychology, it therefore feels impossible to 
present the practitioner without also presenting the person. Whilst I’m not sure I’ll 
ever definitively answer the question of who am I as a counselling psychologist, and 
indeed I feel OK with the knowledge that I’ll always be on a path of self-discovery, I 
have noticed omnipresent threads, parts of myself that weave their way into my 
personal life, work with clients, personal therapy and supervision. These parts 
crystallise somehow to form my present identity as a counselling psychologist and I 
therefore intend to summarise them throughout this paper.
For me, presenting these parts honestly and reflectively involves connecting with 
them, but as a somewhat logical person, this isn’t easy. At the end of my second year, 
I embarked on a sailing course. The challenges of leaving safe harbour, sailing into
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uncertainty, doing nothing whilst waiting for the tide to turn, and changing course, are 
experiences that resonate with my counselling psychology training. Drawing on these 
experiences helps me through times of struggle, sparks contemplation, encapsulates 
entire emotions in a few words and somehow connects me with the humanity of 
universal struggle. I will therefore weave these experiences into my narrative and I 
hope that doing so paints a picture of the type of person, the kind of practitioner I am 
evolving into.
Being different
“Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that 
you didn't do than by the ones you did do. So throw o ff the bowlines. Sail 
away fi'‘om the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. 
Dream. Discover ” (Mark Twain)
It is hard to pinpoint the reasons for embarking on a career in counselling psychology. 
My psychoanalyst suggested I chose the “back door into therapy”, implying that such 
decisions were unconscious. Reminded of the ‘wounded healer’, the notion that many 
psychotherapists are attracted to the profession to reparatively discover and cure 
themselves (Maeder, 1989), I now suspect he was right. I knew if I continued my life 
without change I would repeat maladaptive patterns that, although familiar, would 
continue to hinder my capacity to form secure attachments within relationships, and 
would not offer me the sense of fulfilment in my career I desired.
Desire for this deep-rooted change attracted me to psychoanalysis, in which I 
discovered the power of primitive anxieties and unconscious attachment patterns. 
Connected with an early separation fi*om my parents, I have a potent fear of 
abandonment that frequently manifests as disproportionate anxiety when confronted 
with criticism and rejection. My analyst suggested the way through this trauma was 
to get back into it, to re-experience the trauma until concomitant feelings dissipate. 
Doing so took my voyage to “explore, dream, discover” somewhere quite different 
than I had imagined. Rather than encounter “trade winds”, I came across doldrums, 
menacingly calm waters that trap you until the wind changes. Somehow being there.
77
remaining with these feelings rather than attempting to avoid them, enabled change. 
Healing occurred by learning I could survive, and experiencing reparative endings, 
supported by those around me offering a containing environment from which to re­
experience and understand my fears, explore and dismantle barriers erected to defend 
against such fears, and, in so doing, begin to own parts of myself I had split off, such 
as my vulnerability (see ‘being vulnerable’). Whilst I still suffer from this type of 
anxiety, the feelings are less intense, I feel more able to confront them and more 
intrinsically secure onward, I hope, to catching more “trade winds in my sails”.
The power of my personal experience led me to appreciate the value of 
psychoanalytic thinking and practice. I do believe that psychological pain is rooted in 
unconscious conflict and that re-experiencing, understanding and repairing 
developmental failures can bring healing at a deep level. I fiirther agree that defence 
mechanisms protect the ego from underlying and emotionally damaging impulses 
(Anna Freud cited in Couch, 1995). Yet whilst such mechanisms may serve a 
protective function, I also agree that they can become counter-productive (Johnson, 
1994). Further, within a safe, boundaried therapeutic relationship, I think it can be 
helpful to explore and slowly integrate these defences with other ways of being 
(Waddell, 2002).
For example, I always remember working with an eight year old girl who, despite 
having resided in a safe, secure, consistent environment with her foster parents for 6 
years, experienced separation anxiety when parted from her foster mother. Any 
separation seemingly triggered primitive anxieties associated with being removed 
from her birth mother at six months old. Amy was trapped in her own doldrums and 
we worked together to address her fears around abandonment, which infiltrated many 
of her relationships, including the relationship with me.
Amy seemed to want to be independent, stoic and in control of her surroundings. She 
valued consistency and any inconsistency -  a usually present toy being absent, for 
example - seemed to unsettle her. Amy’s behaviour would then become more 
difficult. She would become angry with me and seemed to want to hurt me by 
ignoring me, or regain control by telling me what to do. Yet despite therapy breaks, a
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reluctance to constantly ‘give in’ to Amy’s demands, and letting her down by, for 
example, being ill or not replenishing her toy box, she slowly began to build a closer 
relationship with me in which she allowed herself to feel vulnerable. It was hard for 
Amy to express such feelings towards me, perhaps she felt fearful of inviting any hurt, 
rejection or abandonment that doing so might bring about. Yet during our 
penultimate session she wrote a note to tell me that she would miss me and that she 
felt sad. I wondered whether she had begun to recognise that separation from and 
mistakes made by another, if accompanied by attunement, consistency and reliability, 
are not necessarily accompanied with lack of care or abandonment.
By connecting to me in this way, Amy gradually sailed away from her “safe harbour”. 
Over time, she stopped screaming and crying when her foster mother went to work 
and my hope is that this process of individuation will enable Amy to embark on her 
own voyage of “Explore. Dream. Discover”.
It was clear to me at the time that I was in a parallel process with Amy. When I 
looked at Amy, aged 8 ,1 saw my reflection: two little girls with similar anxieties that 
we defended against in different ways. Whilst Amy became controlling of her 
environment and outwardly ‘needy’ of others, I locked my emotions away. I split off 
my vulnerabilities for my entire life until I became embroiled in a deeply distressing 
relationship with a narcissist and was forced to confront them, thankfully within the 
confines of a safe environment provided by my therapist and some amongst my peers 
within the psychotherapy profession.
My personal experience and work with Amy summarises my relationship with 
psychoanalysis and how the model has infiltrated my work. I hold the therapeutic 
relationship to be both the context and source of change (Clarkson, 2003). As 
illustrated with Amy, the transferential component of the relationship offers a 
powerful representation of a client’s internal world (Waddell, 2002) as well as here- 
and-now equivalents of their interpersonal struggles (Yalom, 2003). Finding a way to 
offer interpretations to clients in a meaningful way by using oneself, one’s own 
feelings and reactions to them, is therefore a central part of my practice. Offering a 
potentially reparative relationship, those aspects of a relationship that may have been
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absent or traumatic during childhood (Clarkson, 2003) as I may have done with Amy 
and my therapist did for me, is also important to me. How I might do this is where 
paradoxes arise for me. How does one offer interpretation without becoming the 
‘expert’? What if the reparative relationship your client desperately needs could also 
be a way of holding onto “safe harbour” by avoiding exploration of parts of 
themselves they may wish to reject?
I’m not sure I’ll ever have the answer to these questions. Yet whilst I feel the how is 
heavily dependent upon therapeutic context, client and presenting problem, I do notice 
ubiquitous strands of psychoanalytic thinking across the vast majority of settings and 
vast majority of clients I work with. These include the principles outlined above.
I also find it helpful to think about the attachment style of my clients and in this 
respect I often call upon the work of John Bowlby (Bowlby, 1969), Mary Ainsworth 
(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) and Stephen Johnson (Johnson, 1994). 
Whilst I take care not to rigidly categorise clients and define them accordingly, I do 
notice common emotional and behavioural patterns that seem to correspond well with 
attachment organisations. Thinking about my clients in this way helps me to consider 
the purpose of the attachment style in defending against underlying anxieties. It also 
helps me to contemplate how the therapeutic relationship might be utilised to address 
problematic patterns of relating to others, possibly impeding more rewarding ways of 
engaging.
This prevalence placed upon attachment styles is somewhat supported by empirical 
research demonstrating the durability of attachment styles over time (Waters, Merrick, 
Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000), and the impact of early attachment 
experiences upon the development of the brain (Perry, 2008). Working in year two 
with children such as Amy exposed me to the importance of early intervention in 
modifying attachment styles and reducing associated symptoms. Indeed as I observed 
Amy develop, I often found myself longing for someone to have intervened earlier, 
recognising that this stoic, vibrant, wilful child harboured deep insecurities.
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Being vulnerable
“Until you have the courage to lose sight o f the shore, you will
not know the terror o f being forever lost at sea” (Charles Cook)
Having released the “bow lines” and let go of “safe harbour”, one faces a further 
dilemma. How far adrift do you go? How anxious, scared, or low do you allow 
yourself to feel in the pursuit of change? Charles Cook offers me comfort when I 
think about losing “sight of the shore”. Once we have summoned the “courage” to do 
so, we are free. Free because we no longer invest energy avoiding difficult emotions 
and, in so doing, become less fearfiil of them. For Amy and I, this partly involved 
confronting our fear of abandonment by dismantling our protective defences. 
However, the uncertainty and fear this evoked certainly left me feeling very 
vulnerable, and I think it is important to remember this with clients, to go at their pace 
and offer interpretations and observations gently and tentatively (Yalom, 2003).
It was slow and painful for me to realise the parallels between me and my clients who 
had disowned their vulnerabilities. My year one supervisor enlightened me to the 
importance of accepting and integrating vulnerable parts of the self, as did my 
supervisor in year two. Both gently invited me to do the same, to involve my 
vulnerability in the process of supervision, as did my therapist. Yet whilst I 
understood their comments on a cognitive level, I felt utterly bemused. I had always 
considered myself an open person, so what could they see that I couldn’t?
I slowly began to realise that throughout many of my everyday interactions I was 
fairly controlled and contained and this disposition had penetrated supervision and 
therapy. I noticed this in clients who also struggled with vulnerability, and began to 
see that vulnerability is only aroused with “courage” to allow tradewinds to take us 
places until we lose “sight of the shore”. Letting go of the anchor, it’s sometimes 
about taking the risk of spontaneously interacting with others and getting it wrong, 
being perceived in ways that haven’t been intended and allowing others to make 
judgements based on the whole self, not just the contained, controlled, well put 
together self. Letting others in to see your ‘shadow’ sides in this way can feel risky
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and frightening. Yet unless one is prepared to take this risk, the intangible rewards of 
being in a connected relationship are never realised.
This was an important recognition both personally and for my relationships with 
clients. My supervisor in year two suggested that unless one is able to accept need in 
themselves, they cannot accept it in others. She was referring to a narcissistic client I 
was working with, Mrs. C, who, on the surface, was strong, wilful, capable and stoic. 
Underneath, she was emotional, insecure, fearful of rejection and in pain. These parts 
to her she disowned, and she therefore denied any interpretation I made about her 
vulnerable side. She was concomitantly unable to accept this vulnerability, this 
human instinct to need and be needed in others, even her young children. 
Vulnerability was equated with weakness, an ugly quality indicative of incapability, 
dependence and helplessness.
I initially found working with Mrs. C incredibly difficult. She would often denigrate 
me by disagreeing with interpretations, only to later suggest them herself in a different 
way, and would pedantically reject words used by me, but then offer very similar 
alternatives. Her ability to logically deny responsibility for her actions within 
relationships, often blaming others dismissed either as bullies or weak, pathetic 
victims, was inftiriating. I dreaded sessions with Mrs. C, but one article I found 
particularly resonant, helpftil and normalising here was Winnicott’s (1947, 1982) 
‘Hate in the counter-transference’. Although I felt unable to acknowledge strong 
feelings of this nature towards my client, Winnicott’s assertion that if a client “seeks 
objective or justified hate he must be able to reach it, else he cannot feel he can reach 
objective love” (pp. 144) helped me to open up to this feared emotion in a manner that 
felt strengthening. Strengthening my ‘ego’ possibly strengthened the ‘holding 
environment’ in which Mrs. C became able to tolerate her feelings of hatred to 
vulnerable others, particularly her children. She later described feeling connected to 
them in a way she hadn’t before, which in turn enabled her to recognise loving 
feelings towards them. In so doing, Mrs. C opened herself up to need, perhaps 
facilitated by, as my supervisor suggested, the ongoing development of my own 
capacity to accept need within myself and, in turn, others, including my clients.
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My relationship with vulnerability infiltrates my practice in two ways. Firstly, with 
clients who invest energy hiding their vulnerabilities, I attempt to use the here-and- 
now to facilitate awareness and encourage integration. Secondly, I feel more able to 
be spontaneous and emotionally involved in my relationships with clients. Clarkson 
(2003) holds these elements, reflective of authentic, ordinary human relationships, to 
be healing, and I hope not to get too lost in theory, diagnosis and contextual demands, 
as can sometimes happen, and remember the power of a real relationship to facilitate 
“courage to lose sight of the shore”.
Being instinctive
“The lovely thing about cruising is that planning usually turns
out to be o f  little use” (Dom Degnon)
Whilst we endeavour towards a particular port, the course is often compounded by 
unpredictable winds and tides. Consequently, “planning usually turns out to be of 
little use”. Navigating uncertainty is scary yet it can also be exciting: discovering new 
shores, uncovering new skills and unmet determination are components of sailing that 
one pleasingly discovers along the way. “Planning” therapeutic work feels like a 
similar process. Whilst I think it is important to outline goals, it is impossible to 
know what may unfold. It therefore feels important to hold the ethos of counselling 
psychology to remain open and receptive to phenomena as they are revealed to us 
(Kasket, 2012).
When working in a diagnosis-led service, such as the National Health Service (NHS), 
this can sometimes be difficult, as I discovered during my final year. Working in a 
Community Mental Health Recovery Service within a particular therapeutic model 
(Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)), with complex clients whose presentation 
rarely warranted this approach left me feeling confused and conflicted. I, for 
example, worked with a woman diagnosed with bi-polar disorder, treatment for 
which, as per the guidelines of the National Institute for Health and Clinical 
Excellence (NICE) (National Collaborating Centre for Mental Health, 2006), involves 
helping such clients to regulate their emotions. Yet this client avoided her emotions.
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The diagnosis didn’t make sense to me and I couldn’t bring myself to help her to 
regulate her emotions when it seemed helpful to do the opposite. My supervisor 
agreed and thankfully there is flexibility within this service.
For this client and many others, “planning” the work according to diagnosis and NICE 
guidelines proved “of little use”. I do not think that diagnosis is categorically 
unhelpful, however. Indeed the tenets of counselling psychology requiring openness 
to a variety of truths (Kasket, 2012) surely involve remaining receptive to the 
usefulness of diagnosis, my thoughts about which are synonymous with my thoughts 
about attachment theory. Noticing commonalities of symptoms amongst clients with 
similar struggles, I find extant research into the aetiology of such difficulties sparks 
thinking about previously unconsidered ways of working. Some clients also desire 
diagnoses, finding them comforting and normalising. Moreover, drawing upon 
evidence-based therapeutic interventions within large institutions can, I think, be 
helpful. However, whilst open to diagnosis, I think it is important to resist the urge to 
categorise and work accordingly without thinking about whether doing so is in the 
best interests of the client.
Yet letting go of “planning” in this way ignites ambiguity and uncertainty around 
what to do. Somehow I’m left with my instinct, my gut feeling, and I struggle with 
faith in its accuracy. Although I have learned that accuracy isn’t the aim and that 
thinking about what clients evoke in us is interesting and informative in itself, a 
learning edge for me is to allow that process to penetrate my thinking in the absence 
of knowing, and to listen to instinct without resorting to intellect and reason, which 
sometimes feels safer. Whilst I do feel more able to enjoy the excitement that 
“cruising”, navigating without certainty affords, this is an ongoing process of self- 
discovery for me, albeit one I feel comfortable to still be discovering.
Being political
"A tradewind starts gently, without gusts — a huge ocean o f air that
slowly and resolutely begins to move with ever-increasing strength.
Suddenly everything comes to life. Spirits rise as the sails fill...The
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almost oppressive silence gives way to the sound o f the bow cutting 
through the water. Gone is the sea’s glassy surface...
(Jim Moore from By Way o f the Wind, 1991)
I have always stood up for what I believe in. At school, I was known for my 
occasional defiance when asked to do something that didn’t make sense to me and I 
have been described as feisty and fiery in adulthood. Somehow, I have always felt 
able to act as a “tradewind”, standing up for others when unable to do so themselves 
and challenging the status quo, “slowly and resolutely” disturbing the calm “glossy 
surface”. In so doing, I have seen how opening up dialogue to different ways of 
thinking can spark curiosity, creativity and innovation. The opposite, for me, is 
stagnation, never “losing sight of the shore” by following trends, typical ways of 
doing things, just because that’s the way it’s always been done. So I guess in some 
ways I ‘fit’ the ethos of counselling psychology to challenge the status quo. Bom as 
an alternative to the medicalised model, counselling psychologists are encouraged to 
question and critique traditional ways of diagnosing and treating clients. Yet finding 
my “tradewind”, my voice, as a counselling psychologist has heen more challenging.
In my research, for example, I query and critique the way in which politicians and 
business leaders are currently redressing the gender imbalance in leadership. The 
relevance of my topic to counselling psychology has, however, been questioned along 
the way, as has my resolve. When I submitted my literature review to the Counselling 
Psychology Review, a peer reviewer described the article as “somewhat unusual”, 
referring to its relevance to counselling psychology as “indirect at best”. The article 
was eventually published (Gould & Brown, 2013), but only after fervently defending 
my position. Yet in-between receiving this feedback and pursuing the latter course of 
action, both my defiance and fearlessness rapidly dissipated and I became anguished 
about whether to re-submit in light of these comments. Who was I, a mere trainee, to 
challenge the comments of this qualified, experienced practitioner? Moreover, who 
was I to question the stance adopted by politicians, boardrooms and leading women in 
industry?
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My resolve won, but I am thankful for the feedback as it sparked reflection about the 
role of counselling psychologists in enacting change. Ultimately, I advocate the 
stance of Kagan, Tindall and Robinson (2010) who challenge the political neutrality 
of psychology and urge practitioners to make explicit their political agenda 
underpinning practice; a stance which feels central to my identity as a counselling 
psychologist. I strongly feel that we can act as “tradewinds” to spark that reflection, 
curiosity and innovation central to change.
As a pluralist, I am not dogmatic with my views and I accept there are different 
stances from which to approach issues. However, I do believe that having an opinion, 
a view, is important to spark debate, and for me, an important part of being a socially 
committed psychologist is to publish and promote such views.
Standing by values and principles within a larger system holding its own values, 
principles and rules is, however, more challenging. I recall attending a team meeting 
where a child who had experienced the deaths and suicides of 5 family members was 
deemed unsuitable for our service. Enquiring about the rationale for this decision, I 
discovered the child did not ‘fit’ one of our designated treatment pathways. Having 
heard the child struggled to concentrate at school, had run away from his depressed 
mother and presented with what sounded like symptoms of dissociation, I argued that 
the child may need intervention from us now. My views held and the child was 
accepted under the attachment pathway.
As with my research, it took courage and momentary contemplation of the risks of 
holding an alternative view before speaking. Yet it feels important for my integrity as 
a counselling psychologist to retain the threads of my personality defining me as 
defiant, individualistic and robust enough to act according to my values, put the 
interests of clients first, and not simply accept the views of the majority. Although 
changing predominant practices will not happen overnight, extrapolating the tenets 
proposed by Bateson (1971) and Watzalwick, Weakland and Fisch (1971), I do 
believe that small change, by opening up dialogue and sparking diverse thinking, can 
lead to systems-level change.
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Yet sometimes, standing up for what I believe in comes from a position of anxiety and 
is a defence against people thinking I’m wrong. In those situations there is a danger 
that my voice becomes the only voice and the tables have turned; no-one feels able to 
challenge me. My task is to challenge and give my opinion whilst fostering an 
atmosphere in which everyone can do that.
Being pluralistic
“The goal is not to sail the boat, but rather to help the boat sail
herself” (John Rousmaniere)
When I first engaged in therapy, I wanted my therapist to tell me what to do to feel 
better. When I realised they weren’t going to do this for me, that nobody could, I felt 
more lost, helpless and hopeless. Many clients wanted the same from me. I continue 
to realise that the goal is not to take the helm and “sail the boat” by telling clients 
what to do or change; rather it is to help them to feel empowered to “sail the boat” 
themselves.
For me, this is where the value of the person-centred approach lies. I concur with 
Rogers (1962) that a therapeutic relationship characterised by empathy, congruence 
and unconditional positive regard may enable clients to discover within themselves 
the capacity for growth. I also agree that these tenets are necessary for change, but I 
am not sure they are sufficient.
Psychoanalysis offered me the opportunity to bring more into the process and I do feel 
naturally orientated towards this way of thinking. Yet I also know, having worked 
within a Kleinian model, that traditional psychoanalysis offers me a screen to hide 
behind. My struggle with uncertainty at times led me to erect my defences and adopt 
a position of knowing. Further, having personally experienced frustration with rigid 
conceptualisation that when disputed is interpreted as a defence, I have learnt to 
remain open-minded. Coming from this position of knowing can alienate and 
disempower clients. My experience of working under a Jungian supervisor showed 
me that psychoanalysis does not have to be like this. For me, this experience bridged
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the gap between the parts of the psychoanalytic model that I value (i.e., transference, 
counter-transference, object-relations theory, unconscious process) and the parts that I 
struggle with (i.e., rigid significance attached to internal process, sometimes with 
insufficient attention to external factors). This is an approach I would like to explore 
post-qualification.
I have struggled to integrate CBT into my practice. Protocols, behavioural 
experiments, homework and psycho-education brought me away from the essence of 
my identity as a counselling psychologist. It took me into my rational, logical head 
(my old self), away from my (evolving, emotional) self. I have, however, seen the 
value that clients gain fi*om collaboration, joint formulations and literally drawing out 
processes they can relate to. I have also seen that process is far from neglected within 
CBT, although this is still a learning edge for me.
Having been exposed and confused by these models of therapy, what next? How do I 
know which models, theory and techniques to draw upon to “help the boat sail 
herself’? Clearly I can’t know. Every therapeutic encounter is different. Each time, 
all I have is my self, my client and our combined thoughts, emotions and knowledge, 
and I guess it’s about somehow figuring it out between us, often through trial and 
error. Is this enough? Perhaps this is where the phrase ‘trust the process’ might be 
useful: a phrase, I hasten to add, I came to loathe! Surely there was something I could 
do? And sometimes there is. We can open ourselves up to allow new experiences to 
penetrate our lives which somehow sparks small changes. We can let go of “safe 
harbour” and see what evolves between the two people in the room. But sometimes 
there is little to do. Sometimes, rather than doing things to change the thoughts that 
we have or avoid the pain we feel, accepting them is a more powerful vehicle for 
change (Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002). Co-facilitating a mindfulness group in 
year three led me to this realisation. Given that I’d always been fairly dismissive of 
the value of meditation, breathing, yoga and anything remotely ‘spiritual’ in nature, 
this surprised me. And I have seen how imparting these tools to others in the group 
enabled them to benefit from a therapeutic tool which worked for them.
I remain nervous that I haven’t quite figured out how to “help the boat sail herself’, 
and that I don’t quite ‘fit’ into a particular model. How can I be psychoanalytic in my 
thinking, value the collaborative, proactive, open nature of CBT and see merit in 
‘hippie’ approaches like mindfulness and yoga therapy all at the same time? The 
elements do not seem to marry together. But then again, human beings are made up 
of lots of different parts that rarely make logical sense, so why can’t therapy? If I can 
be strong and vulnerable, logical and emotional, instinctive and guarded, in different 
circumstances at different times, then perhaps therapy can he the same. Perhaps we 
can be with our clients in a way that makes sense for them, for us and for the 
relationship, at that moment, at that time in our lives.
Being qualified
“Just about a month from now I ’m set adrift, with a diploma 
fo r  a sail and lots o f nerve for oars. ” (Richard Halliburton)
Substitute “nerve” for “nerves” and Richard Halliburton captures my anxiety about 
the ending. As I approach the final hurdles, I am suddenly reminded that having been 
enthroned with a title and “diploma”, others will expect me to ‘know’ how to help or 
what to do in times of struggle. From this position of anxiety it is sometimes 
tempting to hide behind theory and directive techniques placing me in the position of 
‘expert’. In so doing, it is harder for me to be wrong. But I also know that the most 
powerful shifts occur when we take the helm and discover new shores for ourselves.
For me, this process of self-discovery has felt tough. I know more of myself now, but 
there is still work to be done and indeed I feel OK knowing this will always be the 
case, looking forward, in fact, to meeting my ever-evolving self along the way. Yet I 
do need time to myself, to confront my fears of uncertainty and being alone in 
different ways, within different environments, and in this respect I am travelling alone 
to South America after my viva. When I return, I have many plans that marry well 
with the driven and ambitious side to me - working within the NHS, preferably with 
children, private practice, publishing my research, lecturing, continuing my love affair 
with psychoanalysis -  but for now, I feel that I need this time to continue with my
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personal voyage of self-discovery, hoping to discover more of myself along the way 
in a manner that will render me more able to be with my clients.
For now, here I am. Armed with my “oars” - my self, my knowledge, my voice - I 
“set adrift”, expecting the unexpected, opening myself up to the possibility of 
impacting and being impacted by experiences I encounter along the way, knowing the 
doldrums and I will meet again, and hoping to have the ability to navigate through 
rough waters. Continuing with my voyage of “Explore. Dream. Discover”, hoping to 
facilitate others to empower themselves to do the same.
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Introduction to the Research Dossier
Included within the research dossier are three pieces of research undertaken as part of 
the'Practitioner Doctorate in Psychotherapeutic and Counselling Psychology. The 
research focussed on the lived experiences of female and male leaders, attempting to 
gain a sense of what it means to be a leader and how the contextually embedded 
concepts of leadership and gender may impact the development of leadership identity.
The dossier begins with a literature review examining the contextually embedded 
concepts and concomitant expectations attached to women and leaders. It explores 
the social construction of women and leadership as incongruously related and 
examines the impact of such dissonance upon women and contemporary leaders. This 
review was published with minor changes in a special edition of the Counselling 
Psychology Review ‘power and equality as relevant for counselling psychology \ and 
a copy of this article is contained at the end of the dossier. My first empirical study 
follows the literature review. Here I conducted a qualitative research study, 
interviewing female leaders about their experiences as leaders, using grounded theory 
to analyse the data. For the second empirical study I interviewed male leaders, 
exploring their experiences of being leaders, using interpretative phenomenological 
analysis to analyse results.
I presented an amalgamation of my literature and first empirical study at the Annual 
Conference of the Psychology of Women Section of the British Psychological 
Society. The angle and focus of the presentation was adjusted to suit the audience and 
conference. Limited references were included, instead seeking to capture the 
audience by contextualising the research and presenting quotes firom my research. A 
copy of the paper can also be found at the end of the dossier.
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Abstract
Content and Focus: The purpose of this paper is to spark debate on whether quotas 
can break the homogeneity of boardrooms without including a positive agenda for 
cultural change: change that will allow reformation of what it means to be a leader to 
enable the inclusion of competent individuals that fall outside of the leadership 
archetype. Specifically, the following areas are looked at: the construction of 
‘women’, the masculinity of leadership, the perceived incongruence between women 
and leaders and the role that counselling psychology can play in enabling change.
Conclusion: Due to historically and culturally embedded ‘norms’ of what it means to 
be a leader, most women, and non-agentic men, do not ‘fit’ criteria considered 
pertinent to leadership and are therefore excluded from powerful positions or faced 
with pressure to adapt. Whilst leadership may be more accessible to women than in 
the past, power, or powerful positions, could therefore remain homogeneous. We as 
counselling psychologists are well-equipped to critically engage with this subject by 
creating a discourse that moves beyond the therapeutic space to a wider political 
dimension, thereby facilitating macro-level change.
Key Words: Women; leadership; social construction; men; masculinity
97
Times they are a-changin ?
“Economically, men and women almost form two castes; all things 
being equal, the former have better jobs, higher wages and greater 
chances to succeed than their new female competitors; they occupy 
many more places in industry, in politics, and so on, and they hold 
the most important positions ”
(de Beauvoir, 2011 [1949]: 10)
Written 63 years ago in 1949, the words of Simone de Beauvoir gravely resonate in 
England today. With 22.3% of parliament occupancy, women are still under­
represented in politics (Oonagh & Cracknell, 2013); the boardrooms of our leading 
FTSE 100 companies continue to be dominated by men (Groom, 2014); and 
remuneration of our industry leaders remains higher for men than for women 
(Chartered Management Institute, 2013). Considering that the social and intellectual 
contributions of women are deemed vital to economic progress, organisations and 
communities (Davis, 2008 cited in Boask & Sczesny, 2011), queries regarding the 
existence of a metaphoric glass ceiling hindering the advancement of women have 
been raised by academics, politicians and the mass media.
Following publication of a landmark report by Lord Davies (February 2011) that 
excited close media coverage, the world finally opened its eyes to such 
disproportionate representation and remuneration of women in executive-level 
positions. The report called upon Britain’s top businesses to widen their search for 
female directors, break the dominance of men in boardrooms and set an unofficial 
target of having 25% female directors by 2015 (Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills, 2011). Consequently, women now occupy 20.7% of FTSE 100 
directorships, up from 12.5%, and only 2 all-male boardrooms remain, down from 21 
(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2014). Further pressure is being 
applied from the European Union Justice Commissioner, Viviane Reding, who has 
threatened to introduce mandatory quotas if companies fail to adequately drive the 
advancement of women (McDonald-Gibson, 2013). Progress at last, albeit slow and
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not without its critics, particularly regarding the potential for positive discrimination 
policies to backfire and reinforce prejudices they are intended to erase (Mills, 2012).
It is not surprising that such public catalysts for change were forged in the midst of an 
economic crisis negatively impacting company performance. Indeed dubbed the glass 
cliff phenomenon, Ryan and Haslam (2007) identified a tendency for women to break 
through the glass ceiling in times of organisational crisis only to then be placed in 
more precarious leadership positions than men. These findings have been replicated 
elsewhere (e.g., Ryan, Haslam, Hersby and Bongiomo, 2011; Bruckmuller, Ryan, 
Rink & Haslam, 2014), and the drivers for this phenomenon were identified in a series 
of consequential studies into the psychological experience of threat conducted by 
Brown, Diekman and Schnieder (2011). They demonstrated that threat enhances 
preference for change, gender stereotypes link women with change and men with 
stability, and that, in times of crisis, gender-based preferences for leadership adapt. 
More specifically, they found that preferences for male leaders during such times 
were diminished or reversed, demonstrating support for the notion that female leaders 
are thought to bring about organizational change. According to the study conducted 
by Ryan et al. (2011), this is because women are viewed as superior interpersonal 
managers and more capable of taking blame for failure.
It is thus a matter of when, and not how, women will advance. It is posited here that 
such revolutionary change should signal the re-direction of research from the glass 
ceiling phenomenon to questions about how our societal, cultural and historical 
backdrop will inevitably shape advancing women into our future leaders. We have 
created, defined and reinforced the meaning associated with ‘women’ and with 
‘leaders’ and have dangerously allowed little room for individual, organisational and 
societal variation. Whilst equal access to leadership positions is clearly welcome, 
when dissected it may become apparent that the drive for equality is underpinned by 
superficial measures (i.e., the number of men and women in leadership roles), and that 
our leaders may be promoted based upon historical norms of what it means to be a 
leader. Advancing leaders who do not fit such norms may be faced with pressure to 
adapt accordingly. Essentially, whilst power may be more accessible to women; 
leadership could remain homogeneous. This could occur even with more women on
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boards; essentially because the culture of leadership and qualities expected of a leader 
may not change
Attempting to address such queries, this review will a) present a summary of 
contextually embedded attributions and expectations associated with women and 
leaders b) reflect upon their perceived incongruence, c) identify any consequences for 
female leaders regarding such dissonance, d) examine gender and leaders as social 
constructions, and finally e) reflect upon inherent implications of such.
What is a woman?
“Be woman, stay woman, become woman So not every female human
being is necessarily a woman; she must take part in this mysterious 
and endangered reality known as femininity. ”
(de Beauvoir, 2011 [1949]: 3)
De Beauvoir argues that humanity is split into two categories -  man and woman - 
each defined by the clothes they wear and the different occupations, interests, bodies, 
smiles and movements they adopt. She posits that the concept of a woman has 
ultimately been created and defined by man, and their subordinate position in the 
world wilfully shaped by powerM men throughout time (e.g., lawmakers, priests, 
scholars and writers) whose ulterior motive for oppressing women was driven by 
desire to thwart the advancement of women, thereby limiting competition for 
prestigious roles within society. It is the past that has shaped the identities of women 
and, arguably, the present which constrains them.
A woman is a victim o f her past
Throughout her account of the developments of masculinity and femininity over time, 
de Beauvoir presents a convincing argument that such dichotomies are not naturally 
embedded; they have been created by man. She posits that a woman’s body is not 
enough to define her and that, despite the claims of myths and legends, the eternal 
hostility between man and woman cannot be explained by physiology. The reduction
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of women to subordinate beings is instead explained by two factors rooted in history: 
firstly, their condemned impotence following childbirth, as a consequence of which 
she, more than man, found herself ‘prey’ to species, therefore requiring protection 
fi-om man; and secondly, with the settlement of nomads and the introduction of 
agriculture driven by man to the exclusion of women, she was reduced to a mere ‘wet 
nurse’ or ‘servant’ whilst man gained sovereignty.
The concept of a woman is, she asserts, determined and differentiated in relation to 
man. He is the absolute; she is the other. Her suggestion that “no group ever defines 
itself as one without immediately setting up the other opposite itself’ (2011 [1949]: 6) 
is echoed by Mead (1934) who posits that individuals can only be understood within 
the context of their wider social group; the part is explained in terms of the whole. 
Mead argues that our institutions determine socially acceptable behaviour in the form 
of manners and conventions. Those who deviate fi*om social norms are categorised 
and labelled. Historically, this is illustrated through the labelling of ‘deviant’ women, 
by man, as witches considered patently evil and empowered by Satan to act as his 
agents (Witcombe, 2004). When dissected, such backlash against women, disguised 
in the form of justice, was seemingly a socially accepted strategy to punish women for 
their ‘crimes’ against man, thereby destroying their advancement. Enhancing their 
wealth by striking at the hold of others, taking away man’s strength, rendering them 
impotent, and destroying their crops are examples of such ‘crimes’ enacted by women 
against men. It will be argued later in this review that contemporary backlash against 
women in leadership roles is, although clearly less primitive, governed by similar 
motives. However, an examination of the constraints imposed upon women as a 
result of historically embedded meaning attached to the concept of a ‘women’ will be 
presented next.
A woman is a prisoner o f her stereotype
British culture has clearly modernised since the writings of de Beauvoir and Mead. 
However, de Beauvoir’s assertion that biological sex and the social construction of 
gender are not equivalents is demonstrated more recently through the work of West 
and Zimmerman (1987) and Butler (1993). Further their philosophical thoughts
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regarding the construction of meaning attached to ‘being’ in relation to another, and to 
being a ‘woman’ remain relevant today: if only as a reminder to question, rather than 
simply accept, one’s position in the world.
For example, despite the influence of feminism, increasing presence of successful 
women and the rising call for equality, women, as demonstrated earlier, remain under­
represented in powerfol positions. It is argued here that this is partly attributable to 
her imprisoning stereotype, created and reinforced over time. Defined by Hilton and 
Von Hippel (1996) as “beliefs about the characteristics, attributes and behaviours of 
members of certain groups” (pp. 240), stereotypes endure over time (Hamilton & 
Sherman, 1994). This is partly because they allow receivers to process incoming 
information by recalling previously acquired information and are therefore convenient 
to use (Powell, Butterfield & Parent, 2002). Consequently, a woman is easily 
identifiable and categorised by her membership of the larger group to which she 
belongs: the female sex.
According to Eagly and Sczesny (2009) “the beliefs about men, women and leaders 
tend to be consensual and therefore are part of the culture” (pp. 22). These types of 
cultural stereotypes encompass two types of beliefs: descriptive beliefs, referring to 
expectations about what members of a social group actually do; and prescriptive 
beliefs, expectations about what groups members should do (e.g., Eagly & Sczesny, 
2009; Keonig, Eagly, Mitchell & Ristikari, 2011; Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan & 
Nauts, 2012). Women are generally viewed as the nicer, kinder sex (Keonig et al., 
2011) and are expected to behave accordingly. The occupancy of women as 
homemakers and men of breadwinners has furthermore led to the inference that men 
possess more agentic characteristics (i.e., assertiveness, control, dominance, 
independence) and that women are more concerned with the welfare of others and 
therefore possess more communal characteristics (i.e., affection, kindness, 
helpfulness, sensitivity, nurture) (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Brown, Diekman & 
Schnieder, 2011).
Such gender stereotypes are extremely powerful and the mere classification of a 
person as ‘female’ or ‘male’ unconsciously evokes qualities thought to be feminine or
102
masculine (Eagly & Sczesny, 2009). Milestone and Meyer (2012), in their 
examination of the dynamics of gender as reflected by popular culture, note that 
despite the emergence of a freer, independent, new femininity that has diversified the 
experiences women engage in, they are still heavily criticised for engaging in 
behaviours considered to be ‘unfeminine’. Milestone and Meyer further note that 
women are still underrepresented in frontline cultural productions (e.g., TV, film) that 
ultimately re-enforce stereotypes to audiences. Women are continuously portrayed as 
centrally concerned with love, romance and in need of a relationship; careers remain 
secondary to romance, relationships and family; and appearance is essential to prove 
femininity and attract a sexual partner. Disturbingly, underlying misogynistic 
messages are diluted by the conviction that popular culture is viewed as fun and light­
hearted. As McLaughlin and Carter (2004) observe:
“The presence o f more women in the newsroom or the 
boardroom or behind the camera amounts to a small change 
i f  women simply are expected to conform to masculinist 
environments that remain off-limits fo r  transformation ”
(cited in Milestone & Meyer, 2012: 212)
Running parallel to the construction of woman is the construction of work. Work and 
family have been socially constructed as detached from each other, and men and 
women have polarised respectively in the pursuit of both. Women have been 
traditionally connected with caring for others and reproducing whilst men have been 
associated with production and taking action (Ferree, Lorber & Hess, 1999). For 
men, work has been constructed as an integral part of their identity and self-worth 
whereas for women work entered their lives as an addition to family (Buswell, 1989).
Whilst the meaning attached to women and their relationship with work has evolved 
over time, we cannot assume that traditional expectations associated with women and 
with work lie dormant. Despite the quest for an egalitarian society, the resultant 
impact of such normative assumptions upon women in leadership is possibly 
underestimated. As the next section will examine, this impact may be rooted in 
historically cultivated norms of leadership.
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What is a leader?
A leader is ‘masculine ’
“it is a near truism that men, relative to women are typically preferred 
as leaders ”
(Brown, Diekman & Schnieder, 2011: 930).
In the early 1970s, Schein demonstrated a strongly held belief amongst middle 
managers in the US of ‘think manager-think male’ (Schein, Mueller, Lituchy & Liu, 
1996). The characteristics perceived as connected with successful management were 
associated with men, a phenomenon observed by both female and male participants 
included in the study, and one that was later found to exist globally (Schein, et al., 
1996). The association of male characteristics with leadership roles has more recently 
been replicated in a variety of studies demonstrating the preservation of gender- 
related leadership bias.
For example, in their replication study, Ryan et al. (2011) demonstrate the 
contemporary prevalence of Schein’s ‘think manager-think male’ phenomenon. They 
investigated stereotypical associations between gender and leaders both in times of 
crisis and of success, and found managers of successful companies to be associated 
more with stereotypically male qualities (e.g., aggressive, devious, decisive, hides 
emotions) than stereotypically female qualities (e.g., sympathetic, understanding, 
passive, tactful). They therefore posit that the ‘think manager-think male’ stereotype 
still prevails, a finding resonant with the under-representation of women in leadership 
roles.
In studies conducted in 1979 and 1989, Powell and Butterfield also demonstrated a 
preference for male leaders. They found that both female and male participants 
associated good managers with agentic, masculine characteristics, including 
assertiveness, independence, and risk-taking; characteristics traditionally associated 
with men (cited in Powell, Butterfield, & Parent, 2002). In their replication study, 
Powell, Butterfield and Parent (2002) investigated the extent to which such
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stereotypes have changed. Utilising data collected in earlier studies (1976-1977 and 
1984 -  1985) as well as data collected in 1999, they found that despite the increase in 
female managers over this time period, a call for more ‘feminine’ styles of leadership, 
and a decrease in preference for masculine characteristics between 1984 -  1985 and in 
1999, a good manager was still described as possessing predominantly masculine 
characteristics. Thus, regardless of information that challenges traditional stereotypes 
associating effective leadership with masculine qualities, preference for leaders who 
exhibited such qualities was still demonstrated.
Keonig et al. (2011) provide further evidence for the association of traditionally 
masculine qualities with leaders. In their meta-analysis of 62 studies examining the 
extent to which stereotypes of leadership are culturally masculine, they found that, in 
general, people view leaders as more similar to men and not women, more masculine 
than feminine, and more agentic than communal.
Taken together, such findings illuminate the potency of culturally embedded 
stereotypes of men, women and leaders, offering insight as to why women have 
remained under-represented in leadership positions for so long. Eagly and Karau’s 
(2002) Role Congruity Theory (RCT) may explain such prejudice towards female 
leaders. They suggest that combining descriptive aspects of gender and leadership 
leads social perceivers to assume that women are less qualified for leadership roles 
because they possess more communal and less agentic qualities than men. Thus, 
leaders are perceived to possess predominantly agentic qualities - qualities perceived 
as masculine and therefore belonging to males and not females -  assumptions which 
connect men, over women, with leadership roles.
A confusing picture
However, results obtained from other studies indicate that such conclusions are not so 
clear cut. In their meta-analysis quantitatively summarising gender differences in 
perceptions of leadership, Paustian-Underdahl, Walker and Woehr (2014), for 
example, found that, taking into consideration differing leadership contexts, men and 
women do not differ in perceived leadership effectiveness. This is contrary to the
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results obtained by Keonig et al. (2011) and Powell, Butterfield and Parent (2002) as 
described above who found the opposite; that men were, in general, considered to be 
more effective leaders. Thus, whilst it is clear that men have been associated with 
leadership roles and, indeed, the majority of such roles remain occupied by men, the 
contradictory nature of such results indicates that the association and occupancy of 
leadership roles cannot simply be explained by the association of men and indeed 
masculine qualities with leaders. Rather, it is dependent upon additional, contextual 
factors that the following theories and studies attempt to illuminate.
Social Identity Theory
Introduced by Tajfel (1982), social identity theory is concerned with how individuals 
categorise themselves in inter-group contexts. It is based on the notion that groups 
only exist in relation to other groups, a notion originally proposed by writers such as 
de Beauvoir (2011 [1949]) and Mead (1934) as discussed earlier. The theory posits 
that individuals have a propensity to evaluate the capabilities of members belonging 
to the group to which they are personally affiliated (in-group members) more 
favourably than those whom they are not (out-group members). Thus it is suggested 
that one of the contributing factors to the idea that leadership remains a masculine 
concept and that the majority of leaders are male, is because future leaders are 
appointed by current leaders, most of whom are men.
In two studies examining implicit gender stereotypes of successful managers, Latu 
Stewart, Myers, Lisco, Estes and Donahue (2011) found some support for this 
phenomenon. 301 college students (212 women) were recruited to participate in a 
study seeking to identify implicit stereotypes associated with women and men in 
managerial roles, and to realise the extent to which such implicit stereotypes were 
associated with the gender and sexism of participants. Participants were administered 
with three questionnaires designed to measure the association of gender with 
unsuccessful/successful managers, sexist antipathy (e.g., “women exaggerate 
problems they have at work”), and motivation to respond in a non-sexist manner (e.g., 
“being non-sexist towards women is important for my self-concept”). As predicted, 
male participants associated men with managerial success more than women, whereas
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female participants exhibited the reverse. They also found that participants with 
higher motivation to control sexism were less likely to associate men, over women, 
with characteristics akin to a successful manager.
Their finding that men and women associate managerial success with male and female 
leaders respectively possibly validates the prevalence of social identity theory in the 
workplace. This is a finding that has been demonstrated elsewhere (e.g., Ryan et al., 
2011), and perhaps offers clarity regarding the findings of Shin (2012) who 
demonstrated that male executives receive greater compensation than female 
executives. Indeed as such compensation is awarded by boards and executive 
committees of companies mostly dominated by men, perhaps there is a tendency for 
members of these groups (i.e., men) to unconsciously favour similar others.
However, the findings of such studies, investigated through large-scale surveys 
conducted with students with limited or no experience of business, must be treated 
with caution. Indeed it is difficult to gain a sense of whether such bias translates to 
real-world settings. Bridging this gap are two pertinent studies. Firstly, in their 
investigation of the influence of gender on selection processes as governed by the 
nomination committees of FTSE 350 companies between 1999 and 2008, Kaczmarek, 
Kimino and Pye (2012) found that increasing the presence of females or non-British 
nationals was positively associated with enhanced levels of gender and nationality 
diversity on boards respectively. In the second, more recent study conducted in 
America, Cook and Glass (2014) found a similar correlation; that women’s integration 
on the board of directors of Fortune 500 companies between 1990 and 2011 was 
positively correlated with the appointment of female CEOs.
Together, such findings provide support for the impact of social identity theory, 
thereby underscoring the importance of gender diversity amongst decision-making 
bodies for increasing the presence of women in leadership roles. Yet other findings, 
both from other research and within some of the aforementioned studies, produce 
differing results, thereby compounding the prevalence of social identity theory and 
highlighting the salience of other factors.
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For example, within the study conducted by Ryan et al. (2011), when describing ideal 
qualities of managers for successful companies, the association between gender and 
preferences took a different form for male and female respondents. Male respondents 
clearly associated managers of successful companies with stereotypically masculine 
and not feminine traits. Contrastingly, female participants described managers of 
successful companies in terms of both ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ qualities; however 
they also placed greater emphasis on the former. This denotes the stability of these 
stereotypes for men in particular, but it is equally important to recognise that both and 
women seemed to associate successful management with masculine more than 
feminine qualities.
Further, in the study of Latu et al. (2011), implicit associations between gender and 
managerial success were found to predict gender bias in hypothetical working 
environments for both male and female participants. Both female and male students 
who linked the male employee with successful manager traits awarded enhanced 
salary recommendations. For the female employee, however, regardless of whether 
they were viewed as successful or unsuccessful managers, salary recommendations 
were similar.
The findings from the above studies are thus fragmented and confusing. Although 
there is evidence to support the saliency of social identity theory influencing 
perceptions of leadership effectiveness, thereby impacting diversity amongst boards 
and remuneration of leaders, studies indicate greater group cohesiveness amongst men 
than women. Further, when remunerating leaders, both women and men seemingly 
awarded men with higher salary recommendations than women. Thus, social role 
theory is limited in its capacity to explain such bias, perhaps suggestive of the 
durability of leadership as a ‘masculine’ concept.
Social Role Theory
Drawing on social role theory arguing that stereotypes about men and women are 
derived from observations of their behaviour in gender-typical social roles, Boask and 
Sczesny (2011) demonstrated the importance of factors other than gender by
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investigating the extent to which gender biases influence the screening and hiring of 
potential candidates for a leadership role.
107 students (53 males, 54 females) enrolled on business-related programmes (e.g., 
management, economics) were recruited for the study. They were randomly assigned 
to view one of eight versions of a resume for a leadership position supplied by a 
fictitious applicant (x2 Applicant Gender x2 Leader Role Information x2 Type of 
selection Procedure). They were then asked to make a decision as to whether to short 
list or hire a particular candidate for the role. All participants reviewed the same 
resume of such candidates, except that half contained a female name and the other 
half a male name. An online application was also provided for each fictitious 
applicant, including phrases such as “in charge of project group” or “part of a project 
group” in order to portray the applicant as either a leader or non-leader respectively. 
Participants in the short list condition were asked to decide whether to short list a 
candidate, whereas those in the hiring conditions were asked to decide whether the 
applicant would be hired.
Regardless of gender, it was found that applicants portrayed as leaders over non­
leaders were more likely to be hired by both female and male participants. In the 
presence of information other than gender considered conducive to successful 
leadership, gender bias was thus reduced. This highlights the significance of social 
role information over gender regarding leadership capabilities, thereby providing 
some support for social role theory.
Such findings were echoed in a further study conducted by Ryan et al. (2011) who 
found that when participants were asked to describe an ideal manager, the ‘think 
manager-think male’ association was no longer dominant. Instead, for successful 
companies, such a manager was equally associated with feminine and masculine 
traits.
Boask and Sczesny (2011) also found, however, that for applicants portrayed as non­
leaders, at the hiring stage of the procedure male participants selected male applicants 
with a higher certainty than female applicants. This provides further support for
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social identity theory as relayed above, demonstrating the discrimination that women 
face when recruitment decisions are made by men.
One cannot, therefore, simply conclude that leadership is inherently a masculine 
concept and that society supports the prevalence of leaders who possess qualities 
traditionally located with masculinity, although the demographics amongst leadership 
would suggest otherwise. Yet despite limitations of the studies, the findings do 
indicate that gender bias within the workplace remains. It is posited that women face 
three hurdles: first, men are believed to possess characteristics considered more 
suitable to leadership; second, as board members consist mostly of men, women are 
less likely to be hired for leadership roles; and finally, even if women do reach the 
top, they are likely to be remunerated less.
In a man’s world a leader is not a woman
Although extant literature has produced mixed results regarding perceptions of 
leaders, and provides evidence for changing perceptions of women and leaders, men 
have remained in leadership roles since they were created, defined and culturally 
embedded. This is extremely concerning for women attempting to access leadership 
roles and the next section will attempt to illuminate why this is the case by identifying 
further, contextual processes at work, often nuanced and complex, which possibly 
impact aspiring and current female leaders.
Studies indicate that men in particular fail to accord women with characteristics 
associated with leadership (e.g.. Shin, 2012; Latu et al., 2011; Boask & Sczesny, 
2011; Ryan et al., 2011). This is a phenomenon that Keonig et al. (2011) posit is 
“consistent with their greater social dominance” (p.635) and one that highlights the 
influence of culturally reinforced blocks, created by male leaders over time, that serve 
to thwart the advancement of women (Ely, Ibarra & Kolb, 2011). Ely, Ibarra and 
Kolb (2011) note, for example, that informal networks can shape career progression 
by regulating access to jobs, governing the flow of information and referrals, 
providing feedback and advice, and offering emotional, practical and financial 
support. The issue for women here is that firstly, they tend to find such networking
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experiences “inauthentic” (pp.482), analogous with “using people” (pp.482) to further 
personal prospects which runs counter to their personal values, and secondly, in order 
to partake in such experiences, they would need to engage in male dominated 
activities such as golf and entertaining at mens’ private members clubs.
A further concerning factor is the impact of female leaders on perceptions of company 
performance. Brammer, Millington and Pavelin (2009) note that the presence of at 
least one female executive on the boards of producer services (e.g., construction, 
engineering) negatively impacts reputational assessments of such companies, and 
Haslam, Ryan, Kulich, Grzegorz and Atkins (2010) found that the same level of 
female presence on boards resulted in lower stock-market valuations of such 
companies than those with an all-male executive board. This outcome could be 
explained by the glass cliff phenomenon (i.e., the tendency of women to be appointed 
to leadership positions in times of crisis) wherein the appointment of women on 
boards possibly acts as a signal for organisational crisis. However, harmonious with 
the overall association of men, more than women, with successful management as 
illuminated earlier in this paper, this could also be because simply having more 
women on boards leads perceivers to assume that company performance will 
diminish. However, it is noted that although participant demographics are not 
provided, participants recruited for the study conducted by Brammer, Millington and 
Pavelin (2009) consisted of leaders from the ten largest companies as well as analysts 
at investment companies. It is not unjust to assume that the majority of such 
evaluators were male, and this may partially explain the apparent bias against female 
executives.
Struck by the similarity with de Beauvoir’s words written in 1949 that “he [man] is 
pleased to remain the sovereign subject, the absolute superior, the essential being” 
(2011 [1949]: 770), a defence of the masculinity of leadership appears to be emerging, 
a supposition which becomes clearer when examining the prejudice that women 
experience when they do become leaders.
I l l
Women who advance
Lose-lose situation
Eagly and Karan’s (2002) Role Congruity Theory (RCT) may explain such prejudice. 
Their review found that women experience two kinds of prejudice. Firstly, that they 
are perceived less favourably than men as potential leaders (as supported by the 
literature previously mentioned). Secondly, behaviours that fulfil expectations of 
what it takes to be a leader are perceived less favourably when enacted by a woman. 
So, aspiring women who do adopt qualities considered suitable for leadership are still 
faced with discrimination; perhaps because they remove or disregard their cloak of 
‘femininity’ and are no longer recognisable as a ‘woman’.
Indeed a number of studies provide support for this phenomenon, referred to by Eagly 
and Sczesny (2009) as a ‘double-bind’. For example, Phelen, Moss-Racusin and 
Rudman (2008) found that agentic applicants were more hireable than communal 
applicants and that male agentic applicants were perceived as more favourable and 
more hireable than women agentic applicants. Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelen and 
Nuats (2012) demonstrated that although agentic female leaders were viewed as 
similar in competence to their male counterparts, as per the findings of Phelan, Moss- 
Racusin and Rudman (2008), they were discriminated against at the hiring stage. 
They further found that agentic women were viewed as more dominant than agentic 
men, and that such women were subject to sabotage by participants. Termed the 
dominance penalty, they posit that “because exhibiting masculine traits is required for 
advancement in most high status careers, rejecting agentic women reinforces male 
homogony” (pp. 177).
Whilst the above studies provide some support for the notion that agentic women are 
subject to backlash, there are a number of inherent limitations to note. Firstly, both 
studies, conducted with students, are limited in their generalisation to real-world 
settings. Secondly, evaluations of fictitious job applications took place in person and 
are therefore subject to a variety of factors including manner, appearance, and 
personality of the applicants, not just gender and traits considered to be agentic and
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communal. The reliability of results obtained is thus questionable. Finally, such 
quantitative evidence arguably exists in a vacuum if not combined with lived 
experience within organisational settings wherein underlying contextual dynamics 
that possibly contribute to such backlash may also be considered.
In a case study of a female CEO in Scandanavia, Muhr (2011) addresses some of the 
limitations mentioned above, enabling readers to gain deeper understanding of the 
backlash that her participant, Lisa, experiences as a leader. Lisa is highly successful. 
According to her employees interviewed as part of the case study, she is well 
respected for her skills and abilities, particularly having managed to turn her group 
into a successful unit within the organisation. Yet Lisa seemingly enacts agentic 
qualities in order to fulfill her leadership role. Recognising that “many of my 
employees probably think that I am a little too tough” (pp.345), her employees 
describe her as expressing “almost no emotions” (pp. 345), viewing people as 
“machines only; as input-out, and she doesn’t care about the person inside” (pp. 346). 
Consequently, her employees find the way that she works incomprehensable. She is 
described as unempathic and lacking in humanity. Employees with families in 
particular cannot understand how a woman with children is seemingly able put work 
ahead of her children by, for example, returning to work within one month after 
giving birth. A factor male leaders are apparently able to avoid concern for (Devine, 
Grummell & Lynch, 2011), such backlash towards women may occur as a 
consequence of enacting counter-stereotypical qualities.
Women with leadership aspirations are thus faced with a catch-22 situation. In order 
to obtain leadership roles they must enact agency, but risk backlash if they do. 
Perhaps equally as significant as these findings are the negative personal 
consequences for such women, consequences that will be relayed and discussed 
herein.
A bi-polar woman
The literature indicates that as a consequence of pressure to adapt or conform, female 
leaders engage in ‘splitting’ of their personalities. They adopt masculine, agentic
113
qualities required for their role as a leader whilst retaining their femininity outside of 
work.
In their investigation of the consequences for such women, Von Hippel, Walsh and 
Zouroudis (2010) provide some support for this phenomenon. They found that 
female employees of an Australian company, including managers, partners and 
principles, who were reminded of the percentage of male partners in the firm 
experienced greater stereotype threat (as measured by rating items such as “some 
people feel that I have less managerial ability because I’m a woman”) than those who 
were not provided with this information. They also found that women who 
experienced stereotype threat were more likely to engage in separating the 
‘masculine’ (e.g., independent, authoritative, aggressive) and ‘feminine’ (e.g., gentle, 
tender, family-orientated) parts of their personality, as measured by rating such traits, 
whilst women who did not experience stereotype threat endorsed both parts of their 
personality. In a second study the authors found that even when feminine traits are 
portrayed as synonymous with good leaders, social comparison with men still evokes 
identity separation for women.
The latter point is arguably reflective of the strength of the culturally embedded 
dichotomy between ‘leaders’ and ‘women’. Indeed even when presented with a role 
model of a leader who endorses feminine qualities, in the presence of men female 
leaders still feel the need to ‘hide’ their femininity at work.
The above proposition is also supported by the investigation of Devine, Grummell 
and Lynch (2011) into the experiences of senior women in Irish education. Drawing 
on interviews with 23 participants, they demonstrate extreme pressure upon women to 
create an “elastic self’ in order to cater for leadership roles within work and to act as a 
carer both within and external to the work environment. They found that women who 
moved into senior appointments masked their female characteristics by distancing 
themselves from what was believed to be low-status caring work. One woman stated 
that “people have expectations of women in power that they would never have of 
men....I have to be careful I don’t do all the ‘busy work’” (p. 642). Women also 
experienced difficulties managing the ‘looked-at-ness’ of femininity, as reflected in
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the words of one employee when discussing the issues that younger women face in 
being taken seriously:
“One o f  the benefits o f being older and greyer is that you do get taken 
seriously [as a woman] than when you are younger and slimmer. You 
are either attractive or serious....sadly that is my experience”
(Cited in Devine, Grummell and Lynch, 2011: 643)
In the case study cited earlier, Muhr (2011) found that her participant engaged in 
identity separation to the extreme. Described as a cyborgian leader who “operates 
along the human / machine dichotomy” (p.351), Lisa was found to excessively enact 
both her role as a extremely masculine leader, devoid of qualities associated with a 
traditionally feminine leader (e.g., care, nurture, emotional sensitivity); and her role as 
a woman who strongly asserted her femininity through her physical appearance and 
motherhood. She also saw herself as a good role model for aspiring women, a 
perception perhaps coloured by her own success. Indeed the notion that a powerful 
woman must ‘rid’ herself of ‘feminine’ or indeed human qualities to succeed 
essentially reinforces the glass ceiling for others and, more distressingly, the socially 
constructed view that leadership is incongruent with feminine characteristics.
The manifestations of the traditionally ascribed qualities of femininity are thus 
considered by women to be unfitting of a leader and are therefore detrimental to 
career progression. Society has seemingly created and reinforced qualities ascribed to 
leaders to the extent that women, in the pursuit of aspirations, feel implicit pressure to 
shed their cloak of femininity, even to the detriment of their personal well-being and 
mental health.
Summary
Thus the masculinity of leadership remains a well-established phenomenon. It 
appears that men are associated with leadership roles due to the agentic qualities they 
possess, qualities society perceives to be associated with good leadership and qualities 
society does not attribute to women. Yet the fragmented, contradictory and confusing
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data produced indicates that the correlation between gender and leadership is not so 
straightforward. Indeed it has been demonstrated that the presence of information 
other than gender can reduce such gender bias (e.g., Boask & Sczesny, 2011) and 
there is further evidence to suggest that the mere presence of men in leadership roles 
serves to perpetuate their occupancy of such roles (e.g.. Shin, 2012; Kacamarek, 
Kimino & Pye, 2012; Cook & Glass, 2014), as explained by social identity theory 
(Latu et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2011) and in line with their greater social dominance 
(e.g., Keonig et al., 2011). The backlash against women who adopt agency to 
advance (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Phelen, Moss-Racusin & Rudman, 2008) is 
further suggestive of the potent influence of qualities, traits and roles considered to be 
‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ and consequent bias for women when they enact counter- 
stereotypical qualities. Such seemingly normative attributes and expectations 
attributed to women have been developed and culturally reinforced over time.
However, the findings of Powell, Butterfield and Parent (2002) and Keonig et al. 
(2011) indicate that the landscape is changing. It is posited by many authors that the 
reason for this change is that ‘feminine’ traits are perceived as more desirable than 
‘masculine’ traits in times of crisis (e.g., Ryan, Haslam, Hersby & Bongiomo, 2011; 
Brown, Diekman & Schnieder, 2011). It is also suggested that this change is a 
consequence of a shift in preference from more traditional ‘masculine’ views of 
leadership, to incorporate attributes traditionally located with femininity including 
warmth, sensitivity and understanding (e.g., Kark, Waismel-Manor and Shamir, 
2012). Thus, evidence is offered for the modification of perceptions of leaders, 
women and/or both.
Organic change aside, with enhancing pressure upon businesses to review the 
composition of boardrooms, there is no doubt that the landscape will change. 
Dramatically.
Yet it is suggested here that the socially constructed roles of ‘women’ and ‘leaders’ 
are so deeply embedded that close attention needs to be paid not just to boardroom 
figures, but to this process of change. There is clearly a call for a different style of 
leadership, perhaps because the traditional “command and control” style of leadership
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adopted, particularly by men, is no longer considered effective (Eagly & Sczesny, 
2009). However, if the process is not monitored, society is in danger of promoting 
agentic women who ‘fit’ leadership stereoypes, and advancing women -  or indeed 
men - who do not fit such stereotypes are in danger of either conforming or feeling 
isolated. In essence, regardless of gender, boardrooms are in danger of remaining 
homogenous.
As with the call to change the presence of boardrooms, research into the relationship 
between women and leaders has mainly been conducted on the basis of gender 
dualisms. Research has divided men and women into two distinct categories 
composing of masculine, agentic and feminine, communal qualities respectively. 
Whilst perfectly understandable given the on-going division of the sexes, it is 
believed that the contradictory, confusing results obtained indicate that the correlation 
between women and leadership cannot be measured utilising such a dichotomy. 
Measuring perception in this manner reduces individuals to locate themselves within 
narrow, objectively quantified frameworks to the exclusion of other, more fluid 
possibilities. It is further believed that the continual adoption of such methods will 
preserve the binary of gender.
Instead, it is proposed that ‘women’ and ‘leaders’ are viewed as social constructs, and 
that further research and policy developments regarding the relationship between 
these concepts are approached from this angle.
The social construction of women and leaders
Lorber and Farrell (1991) argue that gender is not a fixed construct which binds 
individuals by their sex; rather it is a complex process of socially guided interactions, 
perceptions and micropolitical activities. As a result, all activities and pursuits that 
men and women engage in are regarded as expressions of inherent ‘masculinity’ or 
‘femininity’. They view gender as an activity: essential for being a gendered person 
within society. Similarly to de Beauvoir (2011 [1949]), they feel that gender is not 
simply a marriage of inherent traits, but the continuous creation of something by
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attaching meaning to human actions, claiming that “gender itself is constituted 
through interaction” (p. 16).
They suggest that most activities can be assessed as to their ‘womanly’ or ‘manly’ 
nature, that the ‘doing’ of gender does not always involve living up to normative 
conceptions of masculinity or femininity, and that it instead involves engaging in 
behaviour “at the risk of gender assessment” (p.23). This latter point deeply resonates 
with the backlash against agentic women who adopt qualities perceived to be 
necessary for leadership and who suffer as a result of their perceived rejection of 
‘feminine’ qualities. Lorber and Farrell (1991) also note that, in embracing gender, 
men are enacting dominance and women are enacting deference: institutional 
arrangements of society that are created, reinforced and portrayed as the resultant 
social order and as a consequence of “natural differences” (p. 32).
Viewing gender as a social construction in this way leads to the emergence, for me, of 
a different discourse designed to enhance women in leadership to the rhetoric being 
delivered by organizations, politicians and society as a whole. Thus, it is believed 
that such institutions should not be concerned with sex differences, and that the climb 
of women to the top should not simply be monitored by gender-based body counting, 
but by their experiences of that climb.
We should instead be concerned with any hurdles they experience as a result of 
stereotypes ascribed to women, interactions and feelings evoked within male- 
dominated boardrooms and gaining a sense of any pressure applied to be or act a 
certain way according to their sex and, conversely, with backlash experienced as a 
result of not conforming to stereotypes associated with their sex. Moreover, it is 
argued here that it is only through understanding such lived experiences that true 
change can be made: change at the organisational level in terms of breaking down the 
homogeneity of boardrooms and opening doors to different types of women -  and 
men - and change at a cultural level. That is not to say that biological differences are 
overlooked, indeed that it not the case. It is instead about fostering working 
environments in which women are able - and indeed revered - for being mothers and 
leaders. In the words of Lorber and Farrell (1991):
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“Ideally, to achieve gender equality, there would have to he social 
structural changes in psychological development, sexual
dominance, economic and cultural production, and parenting.......
But before such a revolution can even be imagined, gender as a 
social construct needs to be dismantled -  i f  not in practice, then at 
least in theory. ”
(pp. 311)
Women leaders and counselling psychology
With the impelling influx of women into leadership roles combined with the 
historically embedded and indeed conflicting meaning ascribed to the roles of 
‘women’ and ‘leaders’, it is suggested here that implications for counselling 
psychology exist at micro and macro levels. These will herein be discussed.
Personal and organisational consequences
The literature highlights the consequences to female leaders of the culturally 
embedded masculine view of leadership. In pursuit of a persona akin to such a 
perception, female leaders engage in a process of identity separation (Von Hippel, 
Walsh & Zouroudis, 2010; Von Hippel, Issa, Ma & Stokes, 2011), emulation of 
‘masculine’, agentic qualities (Pini, 2005; Muhr, 2011; Sheridan, Haslam McKenzie 
& Still., 2011) and expulsion of ‘feminine’ traits (Devine, Gmmmell & Lynch, 2011). 
Women are therefore at risk of suffering from a variety of associated personal 
consequences including negative mental health as a result of repression of female 
identity whilst at work (Von Hippel, Walsh & Zouroudis, 2010), isolation and 
loneliness (Devine, Grummel & Lynch, 2011; Kaufman & Grace, 2011), and reduced 
job satisfaction (Von Hippel, Walsh & Zouroudis, 2010).
Supporting women leaders at a micro level could take the form of psychological 
interventions, subsidised by employers, providing support and guidance for such 
women. Indeed in a review of workplace counselling conducted by McLeod (2001,
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2007), it was found that symptoms of distress and depression were reduced in two- 
thirds of the studies, and that such services do cover their costs (cited in Palmer & 
Gyllensten, 2010). Changes are, however, likely to be short-term if employees return 
to the same working environment (Palmer & Gyllensten, 2010). It is thus believed 
that counselling psychologists could work in collaboration with employers. By 
feeding back any barriers to cultural change it is more likely that change at a wider, 
deeper level could be enacted. It is further felt that counselling psychologists, with 
client empowerment as an intrinsic value of their practice (Cooper 2009), are well 
placed to empower women leaders to make choices free from social scripts and 
develop as leaders without succumbing to pressure to adapt to internalised ‘norms’.
Further, the approach adopted by counselling psychologists could be underpinned by 
feminist principles approaching therapy from the philosophy of social- 
constructionism, which is concerned with the way in which the self is moulded by the 
social world. As such, psychologists would be aware of the impact of embedded 
patriarchal social structures (Tindall, Robinson, & Kagan, 2010), thereby enabling 
female leaders firstly, to understand the impact of such structures upon leadership 
development and identity; secondly, to enable her to develop as a leader without 
evaluation of and thus adaption to internalized ‘norms’; and finally, to empower her to 
make choices free from social scripts and actively query top-down patriarchal 
leadership structures.
An agenda for social justice
Whilst change effected at an individual level is beneficial, helpful and significant, 
counselling psychologists can, through research and interventions, also aid the process 
of change at a macro-level. Kagan, Tindall and Robinson (2010) challenge any 
political neutrality of psychology and urge practitioners to make explicit a political 
agenda underpinning practice. They argue that practitioners need to understand the 
sociological and historical phenomenology of their clients, including systems of 
oppression and marginalisation. Whilst their focus is on community psychology, such 
principles are arguably transferable. An approach underpinned by a desire to enact
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social change is one way of freeing women from social scripts and breaking down the 
homogeneity of boardrooms.
Baluch, Pieterse and Bolden (2004) emphasize the importance of counselling 
psychology in recognising systematic inequalities and oppression within society. 
They advocate an approach underpinned by the principles of distributable justice, 
defined as the equal distribution of resources and power. An argument that logs the 
unequal access to leadership roles that women, and indeed non-agentic men, face has 
been presented and it is therefore argued that counselling psychologists move beyond 
treatment of the individual towards rectification of the source. As advocated by 
Baluch, Pieterse, & Bolden (2004):
“For counselling psychology to move beyond the status quo to becoming a 
vibrant, powerful force, it must assess in an honest, forthright manner its 
commitment to social change ”
An agenda for change
This paper has painted a picture of the barriers to leadership roles that advancing 
women face. Due to historically and culturally embedded ‘norms’ of what it means to 
be a leader, most women, and non-agentic men, do not ‘fit’ criteria considered 
pertinent to leadership. It has also been argued that such ‘norms’ are based upon 
social constructions developed over time of the meaning attached to ‘women’ and to 
‘leaders’, meaning that sustains the dominance of men to the detriment of women. It 
is fiirther postulated that quotas will not break the homogeneity of boardrooms unless 
accompanied by a positive agenda for cultural change at an organisational and societal 
level: change that will allow the reformation of what it means to be a leader to the 
inclusion of competent individuals who historically fall outside of the leadership 
archetype. Such an agenda will also facilitate examination of the actual roles 
themselves. Leadership roles require behaviours (e.g., networking, risk-taking, 
entertaining, promoting oneself) and qualities (e.g., assertiveness, confidence, 
charisma, strong ego -  particularly in the face of criticism) that, it could be said, come
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less naturally to women than men. It could therefore be the case that something about 
the roles themselves needs to change before those individuals who fall outside of the 
leadership archetype will take them up.
Prior literature has demonstrated the prevalence of a glass ceiling for women and has 
examined the reasons for such. However, due to the quantitative nature of the studies, 
it is difficult to gain a sense of the actual lived experiences of women in male- 
dominated environments. I am therefore left questioning:
• Is there something about leadership roles that is unattractive to women?
• What is the personal and professional impact upon female leaders in male- 
dominated environments?
• Do female leaders adapt to ‘fit’ cultural expectations of what it means to be a 
leader? If so, how?
• Is there pressure to conform to such cultural expectations? In what form does 
this take?
• Are such cultural expectations changing?
• What would it take to change cultural expectations?
In essence, will advancing women retain a sense of who they are or, in order to gain 
recognition, promotion and reward, will they conform to any expectations associated 
with leadership roles? Should the latter be the case, it is felt that an agenda for 
cultural change is necessary in order to promote varied boardrooms. Qualitative 
research studies designed to gain a sense of the lived experiences of women leaders 
within their organisational settings, may enable the emergence of nuance and context- 
rich data, thereby bridging this gap within extant research and adding to current data 
on leadership practices.
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APPENDIX A
Personal Reflection
Having run a small business prior to joining the PsychD course, I have always been 
interested in the dynamics, personality structures and organisational and societal 
culture which facilitates advancing leaders. Further, as woman within a male- 
dominated industry, I personally experienced the negative impact that such deeply 
embedded structures can have. For me, despite being competent, fairly successful at 
the head of a growing business, backed financially and motivated, I experienced 
barriers to progression that I came to view as gender-related. To be clear, as the head 
of a small business without goals for promotion, I am not referring to internal 
organisational barriers. Rather, I am referring to intra-industry barriers which 
thwarted expansion-related goals. Essentially I found that being female affected the 
acquisition of new contracts.
I did not experience any direct sexism, nor did I feel that the existence of such barriers 
was purely as a result of being female - indeed I was always aware of our 
organisational limitations that clearly played a role. However, I began to notice a 
male-dominated network within the industry whereby current and new clients were 
entertained and contracts were negotiated and obtained at a football match, or on the 
golf course, for example. I was not invited to such events. To me it felt as though 
men wanted to do business with men. Doing business with me would not only have 
meant sacrificing connections within a male-dominated business; but potentially 
could have affected access to larger industry networks that provided informal support, 
facilitated career trajectories, supplied referrals, and shared knowledge.
Such experience, combined with growing up within a family of strong and 
independent women has led me to develop as a fairly opinionated woman concerned 
with equal rights and fairness for women. I have always felt that personal goals, 
whether career, family or other, are important, regardless of gender.
Being a woman, and being a woman in business thus sparked interest for this 
particular topic. The idea was further grounded after a watching a BBC Horizon 
television programme entitled “Are you Good or Evil?” (2011), which explored the 
causes and behavioural manifestations of psychopathology. I was particularly 
interested in the claim that one in twenty-five business leaders are psychopaths, a 
claim that fuelled my interest in the types of people who get to the top. I began to 
think about the implications for individuals who fall outside of this ‘norm’, and for 
society, of such powerfully embedded cultural conceptions.
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The idea for the report was thus formulated within the backdrop of fairly strong 
personal experiences and viewpoints. I was very aware of the potential impact of 
such views upon the process and, whilst I wanted to produce a report with passion, I 
felt that an overly strongly toned discourse would limit objectivity and blur or 
discount the underlying message for readers. I was therefore extremely careful with 
the collection of data and, whilst impossible to reach saturation, I attempted to report 
an array of studies. For example, I not only reported studies that confirm the 
existence of leadership stereotypes that are inherently male and which explore the 
stunted advancement of women, I also reported studies which contradict such, or 
produce mixed findings.
I aimed to present a picture of the social construction of the concepts of ‘women’ and 
‘leaders’ with the overall aim of changing such constructs and removing invisible 
restrictions for those who do not confirm to such constructions. I firmly believe that it 
is unhealthy for organisations and for society to hold homogenous views regarding 
leadership qualities and further believe that it is only through bold challenge that such 
views may be altered. I am aware that my views are motivated partly for personal 
reasons as a woman and as a (once) leader, and believe that it is impossible to 
completely rid oneself of such subjectivity throughout the research process. However, 
I also feel that it is important to be aware of and be transparent about such views such 
that the reader is also aware and may make interpretations based upon a clear picture.
Producing the report has made me even more passionate about and committed to 
producing research within my subject area that may enable change. Indeed I have 
found empirical evidence for some of my personal experiences and the framework of 
social constructionism has further fuelled my interest in creating wider awareness of 
the impact of constructions that have impacted me and that impact others.
A social justice agenda therefore underpins my work and I have had to be extremely 
careful not to present a picture of the suppression of women within the business world 
in order to, essentially, prove a point. Instead I attempted to let the facts speak for 
themselves and, as stated earlier, present a balanced view whilst allowing expression 
of my viewpoints and passion regarding the topic.
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APPENDIX B: LITERATURE SEARCH
Databases included in the search:
Psychology Cross Search (includes PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKs, 
Medline and the Psychology & Behavioural Sciences Collection via the EBSCOhost 
interface); Social Sciences Index
Search combinations:
Gender Role Consequence of gender & role
Women OR Woman OR Female Board Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female Manager* Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female Director Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female Board Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Manger* Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Director Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Board Role
Women OR Woman OR Female Manger* Role
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* Role
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive Role
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO Role
Women OR Woman OR Female Director Role
Board Social Construction
Manager* Social Construction
Leader* Social Construction
Executive Social Construction
CEO Social Construction
Director Social Construction
Women OR Woman OR Female Board psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Manager* psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Director psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Board Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female Manager* Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female Director Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female Board Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female Manager* Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO Identit*
Women OR Woman OR Female Director Identit*
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Women OR Woman OR Female Board Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Manger* Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Director Stereotyp*
Women OR Woman OR Female Board Role
Women OR Woman OR Female Manger* Role
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* Role
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive Role
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO Role
Women OR Woman OR Female Director Role
Board Social Construction
Manager* Social Construction
Leader* Social Construction
Executive Social Construction
CEO Social Construction
Director Social Construction
Women OR Woman OR Female Board psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Manager* psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Director psychotherap* OR therap* OR counsell*
Women OR Woman OR Female Board Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female Manager* Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female Leader* Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female Executive Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female CEO Counsel* Psycholog*
Women OR Woman OR Female Director Counsel* Psycholog*
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APPENDIX C: INFORMATION FOR CONTRIBUTORS
Counselling Psychology Review
Review is th e  Division o f  Counselling Psychology's quarterly peer-reviewed 
publication. It brings to g e th er high quality research p ertinen t to  th e  work o f counselling psychologists.
It primarily focuses upon work being undertaken in th e  UK bu t it is also likely to  be o f in terest to  
international colleagues and those in related therapeutic disciplines. The co n ten t is pluralist in nature, 
w ith its focus being on excellent work rather th an  m ethodological or paradigm atic preference, and 
submissions arc invited in th e  following areas:
#  papers reporting original empirical investigations (qualitative, quan tita tive or rnixed m ethods):
#  case studies, provided these are presented within a research fram e;
#  theoretical papers, provided th a t  these provide original insights th a t are rigorously based in th e  
empirical and/or theoretical literature;
#  system atic review articles:
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Abstract
Extant research into the masculinity of leadership indicates that women are penalised 
for not possessing agentic characteristics typically associated with leaders. Normative 
constructions of ‘women’ and ‘leaders’ are not, however, examined from the unique 
perspective of women leaders. A qualitative research design was therefore adopted to 
examine how women experience leadership within their professional settings. Semi­
structured interviews were conducted with 9 women leaders. A grounded theory 
analysis was applied to the data. The analysis depicted the dynamic processes that 
impacted experiences of participants and contributed to the way they presented as 
leaders. A transformational model of leadership was constructed that, it is proposed, 
bridges the gap between an outdated, patriarchal view of leadership and a leadership 
style that is more integrated, genuine and reflective of humanity. This model, it is 
suggested, could form part of a proactive agenda for redressing the gender imbalance 
of leadership.
KEYWORDS: Women, Leadership, Femininity, Masculinity.
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Introduction
“It is a near truism that men, relative to women, are typically preferred as 
leaders ”
(Brown, Diekman, & Schnieder, 2011: 930)
The masculinity of leadership is well established. It is documented that men are 
associated with leadership roles (e.g., Keonig, Eagly, Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011; 
Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, & Bongiomo, 2011; Schein, Mueller, Lituchy, & liu, 1996), a 
correlation grounded by the contemporary reality of the disproportionate occupancy 
of such roles by men compared to women in parliament (Oonagh & Cracknell, 2014) 
and business (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills, 2014; Groom, 2014;).
The extant research depicts the following in explanation. Firstly, men are perceived 
to possess agentic characteristics associated with leaders (e.g., assertiveness, control, 
dominance and independence, Keonig et. a l, 2011; Schein et. a l, 1996; Powell, 
Butterfield, & Parent, 2002; Ryan et, a l, 2011). Secondly, women are perceived not 
to possess such characteristics and are therefore deemed less suited to leadership 
(Eagly & Karau, 2002; Keonig et. a l, 2011). Finally, the mere presence of men in 
leadership roles perpetuates their occupancy of such roles (e.g.. Shin, 2012; 
Kaczmarek, Kimino & Pye, 2012; Cook & Glass, 2014) as explained by social 
identity theory (Boask & Sczesny, 2011; Latu et a l, 2011; Ryan et a l, 2011; Tajfel, 
1982), which posits that individuals have a propensity to evaluate members belonging 
to the group to which they are personally affiliated more favourably than those whom 
they are not, and in line with their greater social dominance (Ely, Ibarra & Kolb, 
2011; Keonig et a l, 2011). This latter point refers to culturally reinforced blocks 
created by male leaders over time, which serve to preserve the masculinity of 
leadership. An audacious statement arguably supported by extant research claims that 
firstly, men in particular fail to accord women with leadership characteristics (Boask 
& Sczesny, 2011; Latu et, a l, 2011; Shin, 2012) and secondly, illustrate the backlash 
faced by women who adopt agency in order to advance (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; 
Phelen, Moss-Racusin & Rudman, 2008).
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As mentioned, leadership does not exist in a vacuum. The concept is entrenched in 
culturally created ‘norms’ of leadership. These norms have historically excluded 
women, remain associated with stereotypically ‘masculine’ qualities and are therefore 
gendered. Indeed work and family have been socially constructed as detached from 
each other and men and women have polarised respectively in pursuit of both (Ferree, 
Lorber, & Hess, 1999). Men, traditionally viewed as ‘breadwinners’, are expected to 
possess agentic characteristics; women, traditionally connected with caring roles, are 
expected to possess communal characteristics (affection, kindness, helpfulness, 
sensitivity, nurture, Eagly & Karau, 2002; Brown, Diekman, & Schnieder, 2011).
Whilst the meaning attached to women and their relationship with work has evolved, 
we cannot assume that traditional expectations associated with women and work lie 
dormant. Indeed stereotypes endure over time (Hamilton & Sherman, 1994; Powell, 
Butterfield, & Parent, 2002) and according to Eagly and Sczesny (2009), “the beliefs 
about men, women and leaders tend to be consensual and therefore are part of the 
culture” (pp. 22). Gender stereotypes are extremely powerful. The mere
classification of a person as female or male unconsciously and immediately evokes 
concomitant thoughts and expectations of inherent ‘femininity’ or ‘masculinity’ 
(Eagly & Sczesny, 2009; Milestone & Meyer, 2012).
Within this contextual backdrop, extant research indicates that aspiring women face a 
‘double-bind’. Not only are they are perceived less favourably than men as potential 
leaders, but when they enact behaviours that fulfil expectations of a leader, those 
behaviours are perceived less favourably when enacted by a woman than a man 
(Eagly & Karau, 2002; Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012). So, aspiring 
women who adopt qualities considered suitable for leadership are still faced with 
discrimination, perhaps because they remove or disregard their cloak of ‘femininity’.
The psychological consequences to female leaders of the culturally embedded 
masculine view of leadership are demonstrated. In pursuit of a persona akin to this 
view, such women engage in a process of identity separation (Von Hippel, Walsh, & 
Zouroudis, 2010; Von Hippel, Issa, Ma, & Stokes, 2011), emulation of ‘masculine’, 
agentic qualities (Pini, 2005; Muhr, 2011; Sheridan, Haslam-Mckenzie, & Still, 2011)
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and expulsion of ‘feminine’ traits (Devine, Grummell, & Lynch, 2011). Women are 
consequently at risk of suffering from negative mental health as a result of repression 
of female identity whilst at work (Von Hippel, Walsh, & Zouroudis, 2010), isolation 
and loneliness (Devine, Grummell, & Lynch, 2011; Kaufman & Grace, 2011), and 
reduced job satisfaction (Von Hippel, Walsh, & Zouroudis, 2010).
Mediated by our cultural understanding of gender, therefore, lies a dichotomy 
between leaders and women. This dichotomy informs social action, governs 
expectations and reduces flexibility (Lorber and Farrell, 1991). Activities, pursuits 
and behaviours that men and women engage in are regarded as expressions of inherent 
‘masculinity’ or ‘femininity’. Women leaders are judged within this framework.
However, although it seems that the masculinity of leadership is well-examined and 
indeed well-established, recent research indicates that the picture is not so clear cut. 
For example, in their meta-analysis quantitatively summarising gender differences in 
perceptions of leadership effectiveness, Paustian-Underdhal, Walker and Woehr 
(2014) found that men and women do not differ in perceived leadership effectiveness. 
This is contrary to the findings of Keonig et al. (2011) and Powell, Butterfield and 
Parent (2002) who found the opposite; that men were, in general, considered to be 
more effective leaders. Thus, whilst men have been associated with leadership roles 
and indeed the majority of such roles remain occupied by men, the contradictory 
nature of such results indicate that this association and occupancy cannot simply be 
explained by connecting men and/or masculine qualities with leaders. Rather, it is 
possibly dependent upon additional, contextual factors that quantitative research is 
unable to access.
Some of the studies described above partly bridge this gap by illuminating the 
psychological and practical consequences to advancing women, therein offering some 
explanation of complex processes at work which may implicitly hinder the 
progression of female leaders. However, there appears to be an unexplored,
inconclusive space in-between. The literature does not address this culturally 
constructed notion of ‘leadership’ from the perspective of female leaders. Given the 
contemporary drive for the advancement of women (Department for Business, Skills
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& Innovation, 2014), this is considered a pertinent issue. Indeed whilst it is an 
indication that the gender composition of leadership will change, it is wondered 
whether in the race for gender equality, gender-based body counting will become the 
foremost consideration to the detriment of the process of such change. The ultimate 
danger being the sole promotion of women -  and men -  who ‘fit’ the current 
conceptualisation of ‘leadership’, maintenance of the homogeneity of leaders and 
enhancement of pressure to conform to such conceptions.
Further, due to the quantitative nature of the majority of extant research, it is difficult 
to gain a sense of the actual lived experiences of women leaders. Clearly these 
women exist within contexts that hold expectations of how a leader should be, but 
what is their experience of such? Moreover, are they able to offer insight into a 
different way of being a leader, one that precludes the need to adapt to expectations? 
Or are these prescribed rules so entrenched that the current construct of leadership 
remains unchallenged? Should this be the case, it is wondered whether these women 
assimilate such socially constructed rules seamlessly or whether the construct 
generates any psychological and personal consequences having adapted according to 
expectations.
It was thus felt that an exploratory, qualitative study may address this issue, bridge a 
gap in the literature and provide rich descriptions of how women leaders make sense 
of their worlds. A grounded theory (GT) approach was adopted to facilitate 
development of a broader knowledge base, given GT’s ability to capture the 
complexities of subjective experience (Charmaz, 2006; Pidgeon & Henwood, 1997).
Research aims
The overriding objective for this research was twofold. Firstly, it was of prime 
importance to examine the concept of ‘leadership’ from the perspective of women 
who occupy such roles and so the research question formed as follows:
How do women experience leadership within their professional settings?
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Secondly, consistent with the aims of GT, it was felt that the development of a useful, 
accessible, practical model could facilitate understanding of complex, interconnected 
processes that underlie the experiences of women leaders, with the ultimate aim of the 
model being to facilitate individual and social change.
The aims of the research, therefore, were: firstly, to explore, from the perspective of 
women leaders, their understanding of the concept of a ‘leader’ and to gain insight 
into how the concept is applied within their professional settings. Secondly, to 
explore their lived experience of the manifestation of this concept, and finally, to 
examine any interconnected values and/or challenges felt to exist between the concept 
and their lived experience.
The implications for counselling psychology were considered at both micro and 
macro levels. Underpinned by the principles of empowerment, equality, and 
commitment to foster positive individual change, it was felt that counselling 
psychologists could offer women leaders reflective space to consider their lived 
experience and its implications, any psychological conflict between contextual and 
personal expectations as well as facilitation and empowerment of their authentic self 
and well-being within a particular social context. The overarching aim focuses on 
freeing women from social scripts whilst offering new ways of being and allowing for 
integration of all aspects of the self into leadership roles.
Extrapolating the tenets of Bateson (1971) and Watzalwick, Weakland and Fisch 
(1971), who propose that small changes can lead to systems-level change, it is 
suggested that in widening the scope for diverse leaders and empowering women 
leaders, individual change could further facilitate macro-level change.
Method
Methodology
Grounded Theory (GT) was considered well-suited to meet the research aims of the 
study for the following reasons. Firstly, the method examines the lived experiences of
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participants (Charmaz, 2006) and was therefore suited to this exploratory research. 
Secondly, exploration beyond the surface of social and subjective life is encouraged 
and rich data was therefore extracted. Thirdly, flexibility within the data collection 
process allowed participants to guide their narrative, which facilitated exposure of 
new processes. Finally, GT goes beyond simple descriptive methods to construct 
fresh theories firmly grounded in the data (Payne, 2007).
Epistomology
With its philosophical roots in pragmatism and symbolic interactionism (Payne, 
2007), modem versions of GT recognise that society, reality and the self are 
constmcted through dynamic, interpretive human interactions, from which shared 
meaning is created (Charmaz, 2006). Early versions of GT advocated by Glaser and 
followers that reject interpretivism and embrace positivism (Charmaz, 2006; Payne, 
2007; Pidgeon & Henwood, 1997) were rejected. These approaches, it is believed, 
reduce human experience to quantifiable, predictable and objective variables that do 
not sit well with the underlying constmctionist lens from which this research is 
approached. The constructivist approach proposed by Charmaz (2006) was therefore 
utilised.
Reflexivity
This approach accepts the way in which researcher and research process shape the 
object of inquiry (Pidgeon & Henwood, 1997). As a prior business leader, it is 
acknowledged that personal experiences may have impacted the interviews, categories 
extracted from the data, and interpretation of implicit and explicit meaning. 
Experiences of, for example, the pull between authenticity and adopting ‘tougher’ 
qualities to ‘fit in’, were reignited when I noticed the potential presence of such 
processes for participants. Where these processes were not explicitly acknowledged, 
but discernible implicitly, covertly, unconsciously, it was difficult to differentiate 
between my experiences and those of the interviewee (see Appendix A for further 
personal reflections).
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Due to practical limitations of time and resources, the researcher was unable to return 
to the sample or recruit further participants (i.e., through theoretical sampling) for 
forther exploration of concepts as required by the full version of GT. Theoretical 
saturation will be considered sufficiently achieved when no new categories or 
properties of categories, or further theoretical insights emerge, and can only be 
achieved within the interviews being analysed (Willig, 2001). Theoretical 
systemization will be considered achieved when the data sufficiently answers the 
research question.
Participants
Three types of inclusion criterion were considered. Firstly, type of organisation to 
which the women were affiliated that, due to variability of business structures, was 
not specified. Secondly, size of organisation. Whilst acknowledging the impact of 
this contextual factor, it was felt that the constraints of this study could not effectively 
evaluate organisational differences whilst meeting the aims of the research. Further, 
with pressure to promote women within politics and FTSE 250 companies, it was felt 
that the experiences of women in larger organisations could offer fresh perspectives to 
this very public debate. Finally, the role of participants, which is very dependent on 
company structure, and was therefore left broad
Women on the board of directors of private and public limited companies, or who 
hold equivalent level roles within politics and other government-run organisations, 
were included in the study.
9 participants were recruited. Table 1 contains demographic information of 
participants.
Procedure
Participants were recruited through prior business contacts, friends and family, and 
‘snowballing’. Participants were contacted by email, asked if they were interested in
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taking part in the research and, upon expressing initial interest, sent a ‘Participant 
Information Sheet’ (Appendix B) and consent form (Appendix C).
Table 1: Demographic Information of Participants
Age Ethnicity Marital
Status
Childr
en
Siblings Industry Company
Size
Private / 
public
% women 
on board
42 White
British
Married 3 2 brothers Pharmaceutical Global Public. 
FTSE 100 
Index
30%
40 White
British
Partner 0 Brother,
sister
Education & 
Training
UK N/A 28%
59 Black
African
Married 1 Brother Government Global N/A 15%
46 White
British
Married 2 Not
known
Retail Global Public.
FTSE 100 
Index
15%
61 White
British
Partner 0 2 brothers, 
2 sisters
Architecture, 
planning & 
Design
UK Private. 25%
64 White
America
n
Married 2 Not
known
Oil, gas, 
financial, (role 
as chief 
economist)
Various Various. Various
44 White
British
Married 2 Brother Law Global N/A
partnership
15%
49
White
British
Partner 0 2 sisters Pharmaceutical Global Public. SIX; 
NYSE
10%
37 White
British
Partner 0 Not
known
Government Global N/A 15%
Interview process
Semi-structured interviews were conducted. Designed to address the research aims, 
broad, open-ended questions were developed. Consistent with GT (Charmaz, 2006), 
questions and probes evolved as data emerged, and the need for further exploration of 
a subject matter became apparent after each interview was completed and coded (see 
Appendix D for a final list of all questions). Thus, after analysis of the first three 
interviews, the interview schedule was adapted to elaborate, test and/or challenge the 
relevance of emerging codes. All interviews were included in the data analysis.
In line with the principles of GT to elicit subjective experience (Pidgeon & Henwood, 
1997), interviews were open and flexible, and remained sensitive to any anxiety 
and/or distress elicited (Coyle, 1998). A list of appropriate support agencies was 
available (Appendix E).
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Field notes, including nonverbal observations, potential biases and perceived rapport 
with participants, were completed following each interview. Participants were invited 
to reflect upon the interview process; the aim being to integrate feedback into 
subsequent interviews.
All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. Names and 
identifying details were changed in order to protect anonymity.
The interview schedule was divided into sections designed to capture perceptions of 
leadership, how participants view themselves as leaders and whether they have 
changed, and how they view other leaders.
Ethical approval
A description of the research was submitted to the School of Human Sciences Ethics 
Committee (SHE EC) at the University of Surrey who granted ethical approval 
(Appendix F).
Analytic procedure
Data analysis was conducted via the methods described by Charmaz (2006). Firstly, 
using line-hy-line coding, meaningful units of data were identified from the 
transcripts. In vivo codes and gerunds detected nuanced processes whilst sticking 
closely to the data (Glaser, 1978). During the second phase of coding (focused 
coding), categories considered richer in answering the research question were selected 
and combined. The first two phases of coding were completed after each interview 
was transcribed. Thus, coding in early interviews focussed subsequent interviews.
During the final phase of coding (theoretical coding), broader categories of meaning 
were constructed. Using the technique of constant comparison (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967), categories were defined and refined by comparing similarities and differences 
between categories. Possible relationships and links between categories yielded core 
theoretical categories that were then used towards the theory construction
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Memos, including ideas and observations regarding relationships between codes, or 
considerations about potential future questions, were utilised throughout the process. 
This process informed the gradual development of theory and aided theoretical 
sensitivity, which facilitates examination of the data from differing angles, rather than 
focussing on the obvious (Payne, 2007).
Rigour
Whilst it is accepted that subjectivity permeated the analysis, forcing data into 
preconceptions was guarded against in order to maintain quality and rigour. 
Reflexivity, memos and extraction of codes firmly grounded in the data assisted with 
this process. By conducting a literature view, the original concept of GT was not 
fully adhered to. The researcher attempted, however, to suspend prior knowledge, be 
flexible, and remain open to emerging constructs, all of which are fundamental to GT 
methods (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1992; Payne, 2007; Pidgeon & Henwood, 1997). 
Research supervision was further utilised to limit idiosyncratic contributions to the 
construction of categories.
As in all qualitative research requiring subjective engagement, the aim is to produce 
credible, rather than definitive, generalisable research. The processes described above 
were employed to maintain quality. Further, the value of the study can be assessed 
using the evaluative criteria for qualitative research proposed by Yardley (2000). 
Sensitivity to context was demonstrated through awareness and inclusion of extant 
research drawn upon to make psychological sense of the data and deepen 
interpretation, and awareness of the very public commitment to enhance the numbers 
of women in leadership roles, a rhetoric entering the discourse of all female leaders 
included in this study. Further, awareness of the impact of normative, ideological, 
historical and socioeconomic influences upon the conceptualisation of leadership 
enabled critical engagement with common-sense assumptions shaping participants’ 
meaning-making processes. Commitment was shown through in-depth, prolonged 
engagement with the topic and immersion in the data. The stages of data collection 
and analysis were conducted thoroughly and carefully in order to enhance rigour. 
Finally, for its commitment to contribute to the body of research devoted to the
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enhancement of diverse leadership, impact and importance was considered 
particularly relevant to this research and was engaged with critically and curiously.
Results
32 codes were constructed from the analysis. These were grouped together and 
divided into 4 core theoretical categories, capturing the common essence of the codes 
whilst explaining conflicting data, and 10 subcategories capturing significant 
contributory factors within each core theoretical category (see Table 2).
Table 2: Core theoretical categories and subcategories
Core Theoretical Categories Subcategories
1. Perceptions of leadership a. Being a leader
b. Leadership culture
2. Perceptions of gendered self a. Accessing ‘feminine’ qualities required 
for leadership
b. Accessing ‘masculine’ qualities 
required for leadership
c. Messages from childhood
d. Liberation from Gender Stereotypes
3. Being a female leader a. The marriage of femininity and 
leadership
b. Managing multiple roles
4. Towards a transformational model of 
leadership
a. Being authentic
b. The marriage of femininity and 
masculinity
Captured within the core category ‘perceptions of leadership’, participants offered a 
contextually related sense of what it is like to be a leader within their organisational 
settings, as encapsulated within the subcategories ‘being a leader’ and ‘leadership 
culture’. This painted a picture of the construct of leadership, which both impacted 
and was impacted by ‘perceptions of gendered self. This core category captures how 
participants access qualities traditionally represented as ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’, 
both depicted as necessary for leadership and described further within the 
subcategories ‘accessing ‘feminine’ qualities required for leadership’ and ‘accessing 
masculine qualities required for leadership’. ‘Messages from childhood’ describes
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how the women gained access to qualities traditionally represented in masculinity. 
These messages seemed to contribute to a sense of not feeling constrained by gender 
expectations, depicted within the subcategory ‘liberation from gender stereotypes’. 
All participants described issues exclusively related to ‘being a female leader’ as 
captured within this core category, experiences which influenced and were impacted 
by ‘perceptions of leadership’ and ‘perceptions of gendered self. The subcategory 
‘The marriage of femininity and leadership’ describes how the current construct of 
leadership assimilates with qualities traditionally represented in femininity. The 
subcategory ‘managing multiple roles’ refers to just that: how participants experience 
leadership whilst at the same time having other roles.
All of these core and subcategories are linked to the final core category ‘towards a 
transformational model of leadership’, encapsulating ways in which participants retain 
a sense of themselves within contexts that sometimes require a different way of being. 
The subcategory ‘being authentic’ denotes how women leaders reconcile authenticity 
with any implicit or explicit pressure to adapt. ‘The marriage of ‘masculinity’ and 
‘femininity’ speaks of how participants resolve dichotomised representations of 
gender.
The dynamic processes impacting participants experience of leadership was 
constructed from the data and is depicted in figure 1.
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Towards a Transformational Model of 
Leadership
Being authentic 
The marriage o f masculinity and femininity
Being a Female Leader
- The marriage o f  femininity & 
leadership
- Managing multiple roles
Perceptions of Leadership
- Being a Leader
- Leadership culture
Perceptions of Gendered Self
- Accessing ‘fem inine’ qualities 
required for leadership
- Accessing ‘masculine’ qualities 
required for leadership
- Messages from childhood
- Liberation from gender stereotypes
Figure 1: Towards a Transformational Model o f  Leadership
Within the analysis three full stops are used to indicate where material has been 
omitted (viz ...), and material within square brackets has been added for clarification.
Perceptions o f leadership
Being a leader
Participants expressed shared strategic qualities for effective leadership. They noted 
the importance of being able to “define and communicate organisational vision and 
goals”, “inspire and align the people to deliver”, “empower” staff, “challenge”, and 
“be directive ”. When assessing leadership potential in others, Lesley seeks “people 
at the right calibre with the right... des ire to this role”.
Described as a “lonely jo b ” by Kate, and “tough” by Lin, all participants drew 
attention to personal consequences endured to fulfil demands of the role. Amy refers
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to a challenging time in her life balancing her career with her family, poignantly 
reflecting “we hit one o f those points where it was all too much"’. The demanding, 
strenuous nature of leadership was a frequently recurring theme among the womens’ 
discourse, captured by Jane who denotes, “you cannot have a bit o f  everything at 
senior level. I t ’s all or nothing. I t ’s really hard”.
The women illustrated required personal qualities for leadership, describing the 
necessity of being “confident”, “resilient”, “challenging”, “independent-mindect\ 
“driven” and “emotionally contained”. Amy offers a sense of the composed 
disposition desired in leaders:
“I  think they [leaders] need to have the ability to take good decisions, 
to be dispassionate in taking decisions, to be fairly analytical, not to 
be too impulsive, but to take decisions ”
To Sarah, the prevailing view of a leader is someone who has “gravitas”, described 
as a “superficial sense o f a leader that has presence, who walks in the room and you 
feel them ”.
Desire, calibre and willingness to accommodate the role and accept any consequences 
seem to be explicitly stated and seemingly normative practical, objective prerequisites 
for leadership. Required personal qualities appear more implicit. These qualities 
seem less about concrete, objective requirements, but a more intangible sense of the 
type of character desired and required for leadership.
Leadership culture
Informal processes influencing leadership were described by participants who painted 
a picture of the context within which they operate:
“You see people throwing pens, and storming out o f the room, and 
throwing hands around, and shouting...leader ship is about coping 
with strong challenge from somebody” (Clare)
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Most of the women drew attention to the tough nature of the business world described 
as “competitive”, “challenging” and “ruthless”: “I t ’s an ugly world, the business 
world” (Jane). Boardroom environments were referred to as “brutal”, by Jane, and 
as “masculinist” by Sarah who illustrated the language utilised within the room:
“He said, “Yes, we are going to eyeball them and then there is going 
to be blood on the I  was saying to myself, “Do you know what? Do 
we have to talk like this? I  mean we ’re not in the army, do you know 
what I  mean? We are not going after the enemy or anything. ” ”
The influence of business environments where downtime, “the golf course...going to 
the pub or, you know, the old boys’ network” (Sarah), is centrally influential to 
relationships, was further noted. Amy, referring to a time in her career when these 
processes negatively impacted her career trajectory, observed, “I t ’s not really who 
you know. I t ’s who knows you”. The women were further aware of “subconscious 
bias” (Amy) and identification of talent on the basis of “how w e’ve always done it” 
(Sarah).
These messages seem to be implicit and operate at two potentially problematic levels. 
Firstly, at an individual level the prevailing culture of leadership seems to require and 
attracts a certain type of individual able to survive and thrive in demanding, 
challenging and often aggressive environments. The occupancy of leaders who are 
“emotionally contained, dispassionate... [and o f  having] hard rather than soft skills” 
(Sarah) communicates and perpetuates this prevailing view of a leader. Consequently, 
individuals incompatible with this view may feel or be precluded from leadership 
roles.
“...I have to say there have been various times in my career where 
I ’ve just thought, that’s it, this is not for me, I  don’t feel like Ifit. ” (Lucy)
Secondly, at a wider, cultural level, there seemed to be underlying pressure to adapt 
and conform to this culture, or risk the consequences of not being selected, promoted, 
or of feeling alienated. Sarah often queries." “Where do I f i t  in this? ”
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The analysis suggested that leaders within this culture pursued one of three paths. 
Firstly, they naturally assimilate with this prevailing view of a leader. Secondly, they 
feel differently but succumb, either consciously or unconsciously, to these covert 
messages. Thirdly, they feel differently and dissent.
Perceptions of gendered self
Accessing ‘feminine ’ qualities useful fo r  leadership
“They [women] are often a little more tactful in their challenge...
Women, I  think, have been conditioned not to be hyper-aggressive 
in the way they approach an issue — so that you get a better discussion, 
rather than a confrontation ” (Amy)
All participants value the qualities of “critical thinking”, “tact”, “emotional 
intelligence”, and a more “relational” approach that they and other women bring to 
leadership.
They seemed to disassociate from the majority of male leaders around them described 
as “less relational”, “more dictatorial”, “more decisive”, and “less emotional” ihsvi 
women. Some women seemed irritated by qualities attributed to male leaders, 
referring to them as more “proud” than women and less likely to challenge the status 
quo because “there would be more ego and more testosterone and a bit worried about 
what everybody thinks” (Jane). Lin describes the downside of all-male boardrooms:
“It is like going back to 2002. So I ’ve walked into this, you 
know, testosterone, game-playing, i t ’s just not healthy ”
All participants viewed themselves differently to male leaders described as adopting a 
“command-control” (Lesley) style of leadership of “deciding what needs to be done 
and then telling people how to do it” (Amy). They instead perceived themselves as 
adopting a more “collaborative”, relational style of leadership predominantly 
associated with women.
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Accessing ‘masculine ’ qualities useful for leadership
Participants also distinguished themselves from other aspiring or current women 
leaders:
“I  think the downside, though, is that some o f the women I ’ve served 
with are a little too self-effacing...I think it’s important that women 
use their strengths, but at the same time not go overboard i f  they 
have a tendency to sit back” (Amy)
All participants described themselves as confident, a quality considered by all 
participants to be vital for leadership and noted as lacking in other women. Lesley 
captures the essence of this recurring observation:
“ women are...less confident in their own abilities. So somebody
said to me once, quite early in my career “when you ’re managing 
men, they assume they are doing a good job. When you ’re managing 
women, you need to tell them every day ” ”
Participants offered a sense of the self-effacing qualities observed in women, referring 
to their trepidation around taking a “risk ofputting oneself forward for roles ” (Amy), 
and the “need [forj constant validation ” (Lesley).
It was almost as though women were portrayed as intrinsically deficient in qualities 
required for leadership: qualities that these participants possessed. So whilst 
participants seemingly disassociated themselves from the ‘masculine’ style of 
leadership described in the above sub-category, they seemed to endorse, and described 
themselves as possessing, qualities required for leadership that they described other 
women as lacking. They instead referred to themselves as having qualities described 
as necessary for leadership, such as “assertiveness”, “resilience”, “personal 
authority” and “competitiveness”: qualities ironically associated with the male 
leaders around them.
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Messages from childhood
“I  don’t have any problem in saying that I ’m as good as anybody else, 
and that confidence has been really important to me” (Lesley)
Lesley described growing up with “an innate confidence in my ability”, and Jane 
offers insight into how this confidence was acquired:
“He was very working class, my dad, and he used to say, “...don’t 
ever be intimidated by anybody else because you are as good as 
everyone else...if y  ou want something in life, you can have it”
Many of the women seemed to link the relationship with their father to the 
development of this self-confidence described as important for leadership. Mary 
explains, “you’ve got to be able to have the confidence to confront people ”. Lesley, 
whilst pondering the development of her confidence, cited her brothers, and, 
interestingly, the majority of participants have brothers.
Clare lost her mother at a young age and, despite growing up in an environment where 
“...it was the dads who went to work and the mums that stayed at home”, after having 
children of her own, she worked whilst her husband cared for their children, “because 
I  didn ’t mind being different”, and “didn ’t really care what anybody thought ”. It was 
her father to whom Clare attributes the development of this aspect Of her personality, 
describing him as “extremely supportive”, secure in the knowledge that she can “fall 
back on him i f  anything goes wrong”.
There seemed to be something significant about these relationships, about growing up 
in an environment where feeling equal to others, as well as feeling able to be different 
is fostered, rather than discountenanced. Amy described always thinking, “if  
somebody else can do it, I  can do it too ”, and Lucy described feeling motivated by her 
difference, by messages that she wouldn’t accomplish her goal because she wasn’t 
“middle class ” and “didn’t go to Oxford or Cambridge”.
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All participants noted the importance of being able to challenge, sometimes within 
organisations that have “very little tolerance fo r  open dissent” (Sarah), often having 
to deal with “defensive responses ” (Clare).
“I t ’s not so much that you ’re different. I t ’s that you ’re not the same.
So you ’re not in their club o f 2 point 2 children and a dog and that’s 
clearly an issue ” (Jane)
The women therefore seemed able to be different from others, and robust enough to 
deal with any accompanying repercussions that dissent creates. Rather than feel 
deterred from accessing leadership roles, the women seemed to possess a 
determination, a “can-do attitude” (Lesley) that allowed them firstly, to access the 
roles, and secondly, not to conform whilst there.
So, what fostered this determination, this disregard for convention, uniformity and 
ostensible barriers? Sarah referred to a “high tolerance for conflict”, which she
attributes to her upbringing described as “brutal it’s sink or swim”. Mary
described similar experiences, growing up with four siblings and having to “battle my 
way through ”. Many of the women described their backgrounds as working class 
and, despite being brought face-to-face with differences between their own 
backgrounds and the backgrounds of colleagues, they seemed proud to have “come up 
through the hard way” (Mary), and ‘beaten the odds’.
Liberation from gender stereotypes
“One thing I  do perceive about myself is that I  ride a motorbike,
I  go to football matches, I  love rugby, I  play cricket you know, I
have much more masculine type hobbies ...perhaps because o f the 
influence o f my father instead o f my mother when I  was growing up, I  
feel as i f  I ’ve adopted more o f a masculine lifestyle” (Clare)
Familial experiences and messages therefore appeared influential to the development 
of qualities that marry well with leadership qualities. Despite growing up in a
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patriarchal society, these women may have been able to dispel myths around 
traditional expectations of men and women. Perhaps family messages liberated them 
from gender stereotypes, enabling them to instead make choices free from social 
scripts. Furthermore, it was perhaps through their fathers and brothers that they were 
able to access to qualities traditionally associated with men. Exceeding gender 
dualisms, these women seemingly identified neither with the majority of men nor the 
majority of women around them. They instead identified with both, and seemingly 
espoused useful aspects of both ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ qualities.
Being a female leader
The marriage o f femininity ’ and leadership
“We’ve really seen...a genuine shift in profile o f those leaders, um, 
so to deliberately choose somebody less cold and who is more 
focused on and....er....driving people based reforms” (Lucy)
All participants described recent changes in the discourse around leadership, referring 
to a desire for relational qualities often equated with women because “we have a 
greater instinct to nurture than most men” (Mary). Perhaps, then, these changes 
have enabled women to access leadership roles.
Participants also referred to another aspect of leadership, the importance of 
convincing others:
“Once you’ve taken it [a decision], then it’s quite important to put the 
doubts behind you, or keep them to yourself at least... that’s often part 
o f being perceived as being confident” (Amy)
“When you ’re a leader, i f  you don’t appear to be confident, you won’t 
have the respect o f the s ta ff’ (Mary)
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Appearing confident seemed to be a normative part of leadership for many of the 
women who, at the same time, explained feeling very differently. Mary described 
herself as a tough leader who experiences “self-doubt that everybody has She relies 
on “help from people where it’s not actually internally to the business, where people 
don’t see you ’re asking for i t”. Kate, viewed as a “Rottweiler”, and “confident and 
driven” at work, externally feels like an “imposter”, possessing a “side o f me that’s 
fu ll o f  selfdoubt” that only her partner, whom she relies upon for emotional support, 
sees.
Many explained the importance of maintaining this façade of strength for fear of 
coming across as weak and being “picked up straight away and challenged” (Clare). 
The current conceptualisation of leadership therefore seems to lead to a choice 
between self-protection and transparency. Many of the women may choose the 
former. Yet this dissonance between internal feelings and external presentation 
appears problematic for women, portrayed as more sensitive to challenge and 
criticism than men. Jane explains “I f  something goes wrong we can spiral down, I  
think, a lot easier than men”, and Sarah suggests that women struggle with overt 
confidence and personal authority because “we are socialised to be nurturers...to 
suppress that”. These messages seem to suggest that women may struggle to 
naturally assimilate with the culture of leadership that is fostered:
“...that’s the bit I  find  hardest, I  think, about leadership is coping with 
strong challenge from somebody ...I perceive that as a weakness in myself, 
not that I  would ever admit it to the outside world...um... And it’s 
something that I ’m trying to work on, to try to put myself in a 
more confrontational environment ” (Clare)
This struggle, this difficulty with seamless acculturation seems to be located within 
the individual who consequently feels the need to adapt and to conceal or eliminate 
vulnerabilities.
Some of the women dealt with their vulnerabilities by thinking about events in an 
intellectual, logical and rational way. Lesley described herself as “not highly
157
emotional, as a woman”, and Clare spoke of “deal[ing] with my self-doubt by 
scurrying away and working another couple o f hours”.
Self-doubt, vulnerability and fear that are intrinsically part of humanity therefore 
seemed to be unaccepted qualities for leadership, and some women may have 
identified with this notion of a leader as dispassionate and ostensibly strong. It could 
be that herein lay the issue with the current conceptualisation of leadership. In our 
culture, vulnerability has become synonymous with weakness, and such messages 
seem very much alive for these women.
Managing multiple roles
“I  think I ’ve been very fortunate, but it doesn ’t come without its 
challenges. My mother said to me, as...I’ve outsourced most o f  
my domestic life, she goes, “even the care o f your children ”, which 
was this awful moment” (Lin)
Five participants have children and referred to the difficulties managing their roles as 
mothers and leaders. Lesley, often away “4/5 times a week”, humorously expresses 
“there is very little I  can convey to say how much juggling and multi-tasking you need 
to do ”. Clare has a “house husband” (Clare), and Lin explained that women leaders 
mostly have “the lead career and the husbands are the house husbands ”. The other 
four women utilise nannies and family members for childcare support. All spoke of 
the significance of being financially able to outsource domestic duties and “solve[ingj 
things with cash ” (Clare). Amy spoke of being lucky enough to have children who 
“were pretty adaptable, capable types ”.
Some participants spoke of the impact of leadership upon their relationships: “you ’re 
constantly phoning home and saying “actually I  know I  said I ’d be home at 7, but i t ’s 
more like 8 ” (Jane). Kate described feeling extremely emotional; plagued with work- 
related worries, doubts, insecurities and a highly emotional affect concealed at work, 
but which negatively impacted her relationship.
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During difficult moments at work, Lin considers, “am I  compromising everything I ’m 
doing? ”, but quickly rationalises such feelings away by explaining, “I  say i t ’s tough 
on the children, I  think i t ’s actually good. They go to a wonderful school, they have a 
wonderful life really”. Guilt experienced as a result of sacrificing time spent with 
children for leadership roles seemed to be alluded to, but never fully realised.
The management and maintenance of multiple roles thus seems to require a certain 
level of environmental support as well as mechanisms for concealing and suppressing 
emotions and managing vulnerabilities. It was almost as though parts of the self that 
do not marry well with the current concept of leadership were fragmented and 
disowned. The potential problem with these anchors is that they may not be 
sustainable long-term and may block more satisfying forms of relating. Further, the 
implicit necessity of having such support and mechanisms for leadership may 
preclude those that do not.
Towards a transformational model of leadership
Being authentic
“We have a definition o f leadership in some o f the boardrooms that is
still very much um  along the, what I  would call the intellectual
or male kind o f lines, rather than this more engaged, collaborative 
style o f  leadership that I  have tried to define” (Lesley)
There thus seemed to be a real challenge to be authentic within contexts that expect or 
requires one to be inauthentic. Yet, within this framework, some participants 
appeared less constrained by expectations. Lucy, defining her role as “be[ing] 
credible and support the organisation” without being a “mindless leader”, advocated 
transparency and authenticity. She valued the presence of self-doubt as an indication 
that “I ’m not loosing connection with my own self-awareness”, and is, moreover, 
open about it, “because w e’ve all had our moments ”. Jane similarly advocated the 
need to be genuine, reveal “the good, the bad and the ugly”, voice vulnerabilities and
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acknowledge, rather than conceal, mistakes: “we do loads o f  things wrong. 
And.... and shame on us i f  we don’t admit it”.
The women who seemed to embody an integrated style of leadership to a greater, 
more consistent degree, referred to the significance of “thinking Fm not trapped 
here” (Lucy), and “not [being] worried about the consequences” (Jane). They 
further spoke of holding onto core values of “being true to m yself’ (Lin), of 
observing women who “adopt masculine traits to f i t  in” (Kate), and advising others 
to “be genuine” (Lucy). Accepting vulnerabilities seemed to foster coping strategies 
that preserved a coherent sense of self. Lucy explains that during difficult moments 
she “reconnect[s] with the other things in my life” (Lucy)
The marriage o f  femininity ’ and ‘masculinity ’
“The women that Fve seen who are not like that [overtly feminine], 
who are perhaps a bit more like me, I  think they get — I  don’t know.
I  think there is something, they get alienated” (Sarah)
Being authentic as a woman isn’t, however, necessarily about being ‘feminine’. All 
participants identified the importance of balancing relational skills with the “right 
challenge...because business reviews can be pretty tough” (Lesley). Lucy explains 
that “just because I  focus on people doesn’t mean Fm a pushover”. Yet, as Sarah 
denotes, some women feel penalised for “not into being the cuddly da da da da da ” 
and for therefore being perceived as operating “counter-culture ”.
Gender is not, therefore, about being either ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’, but a process 
moving back and forth in the middle of a continuum. As is the pull between 
authenticity and adaptation to fit the current conceptualisation of leadership. 
Authentic leadership seems to be about challenging constructs which are incongruous 
to one’s natural self and integrating all aspects of the self into leadership, despite 
contextual pressure to adapt.
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Discussion
The findings offer a glimpse into the complex processes that underlie the world of 
women in leadership and create internal conflict. Consistent with extant research, 
leadership seemingly requires agentic characteristics (Keonig et. al., 2011; Schein et. 
al., 1996; Powell, Butterfield, & Parent, 2002; Ryan et al., 2011) that women are often 
perceived to lack (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Keonig et. al., 2011), therein thwarting 
access to leadership roles. Also consistent with the literature, implicit obstructions are 
impacted by informal networks (Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011), and affinity bias (Boask 
& Sczesny, 2011; Latu et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2011; Tajfel, 1982). Further, cultural 
pressure leads to identity separation (Von Hippel, Walsh, & Zouroudis, 2010; Von 
Hippel et al., 2011), and emulation of agentic qualities (Pini, 2005; Muhr, 2011; 
Sheridan, Haslam Mckenzie, & Still, 2011).
The findings tentatively suggest that in order to assimilate the notion of leadership as 
ostensibly strong, some women may have employed the defence mechanisms of 
splitting and intellectualisation, described by psychoanalytic literature as fostering the 
fi*agmentation of vulnerabilities (e.g., Cramer, 2000; Vaillant, 1994). There is no 
evidence to suggest that these mechanisms are maladaptive. Indeed defence 
mechanisms are considered a normal aspect of psychological functioning, serving to 
reduce anxiety and protect self-esteem (Cramer, 2000; Vaillant, 1994). Excessive use 
of defence mechanisms can, however, lead to involuntary, unconscious and rigid 
functioning (Kramer, 2010). There is further evidence to suggest that identity threats 
result in heightened use of defence mechanisms (e.g., Cramer, 1998), as does gender 
role conflict (e.g., Mahalik et. al., 1998). Thus, men with a feminine personality 
organisation, and women with a masculine personality organisation have been found 
to employ defences to a greater degree than those with a gender consistent personality 
organisation. It could therefore be postulated that in leadership contexts which firstly, 
apply explicit and implicit pressure to adapt to meet demands of leadership roles, and 
secondly evolved from patriarchal values; women leaders are at heightened risk of 
experiencing identity threat, gender role conflict and of therefore employing 
maladaptive defences.
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The findings also highlighted the dynamic process by which participants acquired 
qualities that marry well with leadership. Consistent with extant research, the results 
seem to denote the significance of positive father-daughter relationships with the 
development of self-esteem (Allgood & Beckert, 2012; Carlson, 2006), 
competitiveness (Secunda, 1992) and assertiveness (Perkins, 2001). Also consistent 
with extant research, such relationships may have contributed to the development of 
less stereotypical views of gender roles (Lamb, 1981) and identification with 
tradtionally male values (Secunda, 1992).
A new model of leadership valuing qualities traditionally ascribed to women is, 
however, emerging. In the midst of an economic crisis, this is perhaps not surprising. 
A number of studies indicate that threat enhances preferences for change, that gender 
stereotypes link women with change and men with stability, and that, in times of 
crisis, gender-based preferences for leadership are adapted (Ryan & Haslam, 2007; 
Brown, Diekman, & Schnieder, 2011; Ryan et al., 2011; Bruckmuller, Ryan, Rink & 
Haslam, 2014). The concern is that without accompanyment by a more proactive 
agenda for change, the preference for different leadership styles will diminish as 
voltite factors once again stabalise.
A transformational model of leadership emerged fi-om the analysis which, it is 
suggested, could form part of such a proactive agenda for change. The model values 
diverse leadership for its commitment to a variety of different types of leadership 
personalities, and promotes authentic leadership, which recognises and embraces the 
value of fallible leadership. Diverse leadership is considered important for bringing 
different perspectives, challenging the status quo, and moving towards representation 
of the views of an ever-increasing diverse population. Authentic leadership, it is 
considered, bridges the gap between an outdated, patriarchal view of leadership and a 
leadership style that is more integrated, genuine and representative of humanity. 
Indeed vulnerability and insecurity is part of human nature. Fostering leadership that 
permits exposure, rather than concealment, of such emotion is considered pertinent to 
reduce psychological consequences as a result of employing mechanisms to conceal 
or suppress such feelings, open doors to those unable or unwilling to call upon such 
sophisticated mechanisms, and allow space for creative, flexible leadership.
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It is also suggested that the discourse around leadership needs to change. It feels 
narrow for leaders to be evaluated on the basis of their gender, or their inherent 
‘masculinity’ or ‘femininity’. Neither should aspiring leaders utilise the current 
concept of leadership in order to assess leadership potential. Doing so leads to 
expectations, judgement, ruling out, and pressure to adapt on the basis of archaic 
gender dualisms. This report instead calls for a more androgynous view of leadership. 
Synonymous with the psychological theory proposed by Jung (cited in McKenzie, 
2006), this view of leadership accepts that all individuals possess within them 
qualities traditionally represented in femininity and masculinity. This psychological 
bisexuality is a reflection of the genderless nature of the psyche, and suggests that we 
have within us the ability to access qualities traditionally dichotomised by sex.
Limitations and directions for future research
A relatively heterogeneous group comprised the sample. Further research is needed to 
discern differences in the experiences of women affiliated with smaller organisations. 
It would also be interesting to explore the perceptions of aspiring women leaders, and 
indeed whether they feel deterred by the current concept of leadership. The 
perceptions of current or aspiring male leaders may also shed some light on the notion 
of a more androgynous style of leadership. Indeed the philosophy of this paper may 
be of some value to men who either struggle to assimilate with or feel deterred by the 
current conceptualisation of leadership.
It is important to acknowledge the limitations of utilising an abbreviated version of 
GT (Willig, 2001). Due to the parameters of this study, and the population group 
being a difficult group to access, theoretical sampling was not conducted. The 
researcher was unable to revisit the data, return to the field and hear more voices and, 
as such, the findings are contextualised, relating only to this specific group of women 
leaders. A transferability claim can be made, however, suggesting that similar 
experiences could be occurring for similar women in similar contexts (Murphy, 
Dingwall, Greatbatch, Parkes, & Watson, 1998).
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Finally, this paper was only able to scratch the surface of processes that led to the 
development of leadership qualities. The women seemed generally protective of their 
organisations and some participants preferred to discuss the topic in a third party, 
intellectual manner, rather than on a personal level. It is therefore suggested that 
future research, either through longitudinal studies, or in-depth case studies, could 
explore these processes in greater depth. Indeed a sense of the women now was 
obtained; one wonders whether they were like that in childhood, or whether they 
adapted. Carlson (2006) notes the neglect, of extant research, of the impact of father- 
daughter relationships. Given the salience of this relationship in the present study, it 
is suggested that this is an area for further exploration.
Implications for counselling psychology
Women in our society can be affected by real-world power imbalances. Every 
individual within our capitalist, hierarchical society is affected by leaders who make 
decisions -  including the promotion of future leaders -  that influence the world in 
which we live.
Leadership is therefore integral to our lives and one that is finally gaining momentum 
as a subject that is up for debate within society. As a progressive profession able to 
adopt a pluralistic stance (McAteer, 2010), it is felt that counselling psychology can 
engage with this topic curiously and critically. Indeed thinking about and actively 
engaging with a multitude of perspectives whilst accepting that reduction to absolute 
certainty is rarely achievable is a position that, as posited by Kasket (2012), is fully 
embraced by counselling psychologists. As such we are well-equipped to create a 
discourse that moves beyond the therapeutic space to a wider political dimension that 
facilitates macro-level change (Milton, 2010).
Macro-level change is, however, enacted by individual change. With client 
empowerment as an intrinsic value of practice (Cooper 2009), it is felt that 
counselling psychologists can help women leaders to empower themselves to make 
choices free from social scripts and develop as leaders without succumbing to 
pressure to adapt to internalised ‘norms’. It is further felt that the conflict between
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authenticity and adaptation is not limited to women leaders. The underlying ethos of 
this research, including the model, can therefore be extrapolated and utilised to 
empower others facing similar dilemmas.
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APPENDIX A
Personal Reflection
About 2 years ago, I saw a BBC documentary entitled “are you good or evil”. Led by 
neuroscientist, Jim Fallon, the programme disturbingly concluded with the message 
that we are surrounded by psychopaths, and unlikely to know who they are. Labelled 
‘successful psychopaths’, these people can be charming, charismatic and outgoing. 
But they can also be manipulative, ruthless and lack empathy. These people, it was 
claimed, we’ll find in the boardroom. Whilst I clearly didn’t set out with the view 
that leaders are inherently psychopathic, I did begin to wonder about the types of 
people that hold positions of influence and power.
My interest in women in leadership was, however, sparked many years earlier. Prior 
to joining the PsychD course, I ran a small business. Despite being competent, fairly 
successful at the head of a growing business, backed financially and clearly 
motivated, I experienced barriers to progression that I came to view as gender-related. 
I did not experience any direct discrimination, nor did I feel that the existence of such 
barriers was purely as a result of being female - indeed I was always aware of our 
organisational limitations that clearly played a role. However, I began to notice a 
male-dominated network within the industry whereby current and new clients were 
entertained and contracts were negotiated and obtained at a football match, or on the 
golf course. To me, it felt as though men wanted to do business with men.
I therefore approached this project with experience and opinions that will inevitably 
have shaped the trajectory of the findings. Whilst grounded theory permits and 
indeed values such inherent subjectivity, it has felt extremely important to guard 
against strong bias. I, for example, have always wanted to utilise my findings to 
influence the way in which the imbalance of women in leadership roles is redressed. I 
have always felt that the context needs to change before women, or different types of 
men, will desire leadership roles.
Approaching the research with this in mind made it very difficult, however, to think 
about the process of the individual women within these contexts. Some of the 
women, for example, were clearly more logical, rational and concrete than others. 
This was apparent in their responses to me, the way they dealt with any vulnerability 
and the advice they offered to other women to compartmentalise, and ignore self­
doubt. These women seemed to identify with a more rigid style of leadership. As a 
psychologist, I noticed the presence of sophisticated, potentially maladaptive defence 
mechanisms. However, as researcher who gained the trust of these women, I felt tom 
about how to integrate these ideas without pathologising the women or being 
perceived as critical.
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This dilemma was further compounded by stifling anxiety that working with these 
women created. I was acutely aware that my research would be read by critical, high- 
achieving, intellectual eyes. As a high-achiever desiring to be perceived as 
intellectual and astute with innovative, transformational ideas, this trepidation caused 
immense internal struggle.
I further felt blinded by the existence of parallel processes. I can also be logical, 
rational and robust, and there was a time in my early career when pressure to be 
perceived as a resilient and competent leader led to concealment of doubt and 
vulnerabilities and emulation of ‘tougher’ qualities - the very processes that I am 
advocating against. The comments that I make about these women could also be 
about me. By acknowledging the utilisation of maladaptive defence mechanisms, I 
would also have to acknowledge them in myself. I found myself constantly confused. 
Are these defence mechanisms? If yes, are they maladaptive? Are they employed as 
a result of the context? Or were they there before? Am I making unfounded 
suppositions? Indeed grounded theory facilitates subjectivity, interpretation and the 
co-construction of categories, but it still requires interpretations to be firmly grounded 
in the data. This, for me, was a fine line I found difficult to navigate.
It was thus easier to focus on context. But, I realised, less meaningful. In order to 
overcome these difficulties, I was first forced to look at myself. I began to realise that 
yes, for me they were maladaptive. They caused me to conceal my own 
vulnerabilities and feel biased against them in others. And whilst context clearly had 
its place, they were there before, and in fact it was probably because they were there 
before that I became a leader in the first place. This process of self-reflection enabled 
me to release myself from tension and tentatively consider other possibilities.
These dynamics also impacted the interview process. I noticed that, in general, the 
women seemed to prefer to discuss the issue in a third-party, superficial manner and 
were less willing to divulge personal issues and experiences. I experienced 
concomitant anxiety to probe further. This was particularly potent throughout early 
interviews where it felt difficult to distinguish this style of interviewing from the 
therapeutic exchange. Throughout later interviews, I felt more confident, able to 
probe and thus elicited richer material.
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Participant Information Sheet
The Masculinity of Leadership: Are Times Changing?
A Review of the Impact of the Conceptualisation of ‘Leadership’ upon Women 
Leaders
Introduction
My name is Georgina Gould and I am a Counselling Psychologist in Training based in 
the Psychology Department at the University of Surrey, Guildford.
I am interested in how women experience the concept of ‘leadership’ within their 
professional setting and I would like to invite you to help me with this by taking part 
in my study. To help you decide if you would like to take part, please read this 
Information Sheet.
What is the study about?
I am interested in researching how women leaders experience the concept of 
‘leadership’ within their professional setting. More specifically, I intend to explore 
what this concept looks like, how it is created, defined and applied within professional 
settings, and the usefulness and / or challenges that accompany the existence of such a 
concept.
With the contemporary pressure upon organisations to promote women leaders, I hope 
that this research will help to identify the process that women leaders experience 
throughout their journey to the top. I also hope that any challenges will be identified 
and that further research within this area is generated: the ultimate aim being to 
educate businesses and policy-makers and improve experiences for women.
A difficult task, however, changes are made on the basis of research. Indeed the 
report by Lord Davis published in February 2011 that called for Britain’s top 
businesses to break the dominance of men in boardrooms, and achieve an unofficial 
target of having 25% female directors by 2015, is a pertinent example of this.
Your decision to take part
It is of course your decision to take part in this study and if you need any further 
information in order to help you with your decision, please contact me and I will be 
happy to answer any of your queries. My contact details are at the end.
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Even if you agree to take part, you can choose not to answer all of the questions in the 
interview. You can also withdraw from the research at any time without giving a 
reason.
What will I have to do?
I will ask you for a convenient date and time whereupon we can meet to conduct the 
interview. We can meet wherever is convenient for you -  your place of business, 
your home, for example, or at the University of Surrey if you prefer.
When we meet, I will ask you a few questions about your understanding and 
experience of the concept of a leader within your professional setting. I will take 
notes during the interview, which will be recorded using a Dictaphone. My notes will 
purely be used to remind me what we discussed and won’t be used for any other 
purpose. The same applies for the recording, which will be used to transcribe the 
interview.
I expect that the interview will take approximately one hour.
How do I agree to take part?
You will be asked to sign a Consent Form, to say that you have understand what the 
research is all about and that you have had the chance to ask me any questions first. 
The Consent Form also says that all information about you is kept confidential in 
accordance with the Data Protection Act 1988.
Does what I say get shared with anyone else?
What you say will remain confidential and will only be seen by myself. Your name 
and all personal details about you will be kept anonymous in the study. This includes 
any information about where you live, your real name, the company that you work 
for, your age, ethnicity, religion, etc -  or any other information that would identify 
you personally.
My research supervisor may have access to the information about you during the 
research study. However, as supervision is to help me ensure I am conducting the 
research properly and according to ethical guidelines, your real name would not be 
used during these sessions. I would use a fictitious name to identify you. My 
supervisor’s name and contact details are at the end.
Following the interview, recordings will immediately be transferred onto a password 
protected computer that only I can access; further, recordings will be kept in password 
protected files. All data (interview recordings and transcripts) will be held in a locked 
/ password protected location for 10 years following completion of the study after 
which it will be destroyed.
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What happens when the research study is complete?
The research will take time to complete, and it is possible that the research findings 
will be published in relevant academic journals so that others working in the same 
field have access to the material. I can send you a copy of the final research study, 
plus copies of any journals in which the research is published. This piece of research 
will be completed by August 2013.
It is also possible that the findings be presented at meetings or conferences. Again, all 
personal details about you will be kept confidential (your real name, the company you 
work for, where you live, etc.), and no-one will be able to identify who you are.
What are the benefits of taking part in this research?
The research provides an opportunity for you to talk about your experiences of being 
a women leader. Changes to policies and practices are based on the findings of 
research studies. It is only by researching real people and real issues that we can 
discover what’s working and what needs improving and, in this respect, your input is 
vital. While you may not see any immediate change or benefit to yourself, you will 
be contributing to an important piece of research that will improve the experiences of 
aspiring women leaders.
Are there any downsides of taking part?
You may find some of the questions quite personal. If you find a question too 
personal or upsetting in any way, you don’t have to answer it. We can also take a 
break at any time during the interview or decide not to carry on with it. If you do find 
that talking about your experience as a women leader brings up upsetting feelings or 
memories and would like some support afterwards, then I can spend some time with 
you and I can give you the contact details for relevant support services.
What if there is a problem?
If you have concerns about any aspect of the way you have been treated during the 
course of the research study, then you can contact my supervisor whose name and 
contact details are at the end.
Has the research been approved by any committee?
The study has been approved by the Faculty of Arts & Human Sciences at the 
University of Surrey Ethics Committee.
I hope I have answered all of your questions about the research study but please feel 
free to ask me anything else that I have not covered. My contact details and those of 
my supervisor are below.
Thank you for taking the time to read this Information Sheet
179
Research being conducted by:
Georgina Gould
Trainee Counselling Psychologist 
Department of Psychology
University of Surrey, Guildford, Surrey, GU2 7XH 
g.i.gould@surrev.ac.uk
Supervised by:
Dr Natalia Pliakou 
Chartered Psychologist 
Department of Psychology
University of Surrey, Guildford, Surrey, GU2 7XH 
01483 689353
Natalia.pliakou@surrev.ac.uk
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APPENDIX C
Consent Form for people taking part in the research:
‘The Masculinity of Leadership: Are Times Changing? A review of the Impact of the
Conceptualisation of Leadership upon Women Leaders’
Researcher: Georgina Gould, Trainee Counselling Psychologist at the University of
Surrey, School of Psychology
• I the undersigned voluntarily agree to take part in the above study.
• I have read and understood the Information Sheet provided. I have been given a hill 
explanation by the researcher of the nature, purpose, location and likely duration of the 
study, and of what I will be expected to do. I have been advised about any possible 
distress which taking part in the study may cause me and have been offered support 
should this happen. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions on all aspects of 
the study and have understood the advice and information given as a result.
• I will inform the researcher immediately if I become worried by any questions that I am 
asked during the interview, or if I have any concerns afterwards.
• I understand that all personal data relating to volunteers is held and processed in the 
strictest confidence, and in accordance with the Data Protection Act (1998). I agree that I 
will not seek to restrict the use of the results of the study on the understanding that my 
anonymity is preserved.
• I understand that I am fi-ee to withdraw fi-om the study at any time without needing to 
justify my decision and without prejudice.
• I am happy for the researcher to write about what I say during the interview and publish 
this as long as the information remains anonymous. I understand that quotes ft-om the 
interview may be used, but these will be made anonymous.
• I understand that recordings will be kept securely and destroyed after 10 years. I also 
understand that all data (interview recordings and transcripts) will be held in a locked / 
password protected location for 10 years following completion of the study after which it 
will be destroyed.
• I confirm that I have read and understood the above and freely consent to participating in 
this study. I have been given adequate time to consider my participation and agree to 
comply with the instructions and restrictions of the study.
Name of volunteer (BLOCK CAPITALS) ......................................
Signed ......................................
Date .....................................
Name of researcher/person taking consent (BLOCK CAPITALS) .....................................
Signed
Date ....................................
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
1. Please describe your role and the organisation that you work for
Prompts:
• Gender composition of leadership team
2. What is your understanding of the concept of a leader?
Prompts:
• How does one get to the top? How does one succeed?
• What attributes does a leader have? What characteristics? Personality?
3. How do you see yourself in your role as a leader?
Prompts:
• How do you describe yourself? What characteristics / attributes?
• What are you like at work? How do you ‘manage’ people?
• How do you feel that others see you at work? Any examples of why you feel 
this?
• What is the environment like at work?
• Who supports you in your role?
• If I asked you this question, “how would you describe yourself as a leader”, at
the start of your career, would the answer be different? How have you
changed? What were the reasons for changing?
4. Did you always see yourself as a leader?
Prompts:
• If not, what changed?
• Any pressure to change / adapt to become leader?
• Have you faced any challenges in your climb to the top?
• Ever doubted progressing because of your gender? Ever doubt further 
progression because of your gender?
5. What do you think deters other women from accessing leadership roles?
Prompts:
• What is it about you that didn’t feel deterred by these factors?
• Family background / messages from childhood / role models
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6. What would your suggestion be to women who have the aspiration and skills 
to be a leader?
Prompts:
How do you do that?
If confidence is raised -  if you’re not feeling confident, or if you experience 
self-doubt, how do you manage it?
Ever been times when you haven’t felt confident? What was it like? How did 
it affect you? What did you do? How did you deal with it?
Anchors -  were these factors there before you became a leader?
Effective / helpful?
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APPENDIX E: SUPPORT SERVICES 
FOR PARTICIPANTS
Psychotherapy
If any issues have been raised for you throughout this study, you may wish to consider 
individual psychotherapy that will afford you the opportunity to discuss these further 
on a one-to-one basis. You can contact your GP who may refer you for therapy 
within the NHS.
Alternatively, if you wish to consider private therapy, the following bodies list 
registered therapists who have gained appropriate qualifications and experience in 
order to receive registered status:
British Psychological Society 
http://www.bps.or2 .uk/
(0)116 254 9568
British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy 
http://www.bacp.co.uk/
01455 883300
The United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy
http://www.psvchotherapv.org.uk/
020 7014 9955
Psychotherapy involves talking to a trained therapist, either one-to-one, in a group or 
with your wife, husband or partner. It allows you to look deeper into your problems 
and worries and deal with troublesome habits. Psychotherapy can help you to discuss 
feelings that you have about yourself and other people, particularly family and those 
close to you. In some cases, couples or families are offered joint therapy sessions 
together. Fees will vary depending upon the psychotherapist and area and can cost 
between £35 and £200.
Women’s networks
There are also a number of groups offering support and advice to women in business. 
Some will offer practical advice; however, some offer the opportunity to attend 
meetings with other women in business, which may afford an opportunity for you to 
discuss your experiences with others who may be going through the same troubles. 
British Association of Women Entrepreneurs
The British Association of Women Entrepreneurs (BAWE) is a non-profit 
professional organisation for UK-based women business owners and is affiliated to 
the world association of women business owners. BAWE encourages the personal 
development of female entrepreneurs and the expansion of their businesses through 
various training, networking and mentoring schemes and conferences.
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http://www.bawe-uk.org/
Every woman
Online network and resources for women business owners. 
http ://ww w. evervwoman.co.uk/
Women in business
Networking group for women owning their own businesses. Particularly active in the 
South East, WIB offers support, training, friendship and contacts.
http://www.wib.org.uk/
The women’s company
The Women's Company is a monthly lunch-time networking organisation for business 
women, with 10 groups across London and the south-east -Beckenham, Bromley, 
Clerkenwell, Crouch End, Croydon, Hackney & Hoxton,Mayfair, Petts Wood & 
Orpington, Tonbridge and Tunbridge Wells.
http://www.thewomenscompanv.com/
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APPENDIX F: ETHICAL APPROVAL
Faculty of Arts and Human Sciences
Ethics Committee
Chair’s Action
Ref:
Name of Student: 
Title of Project:
Supervisor
Date of submission:
Date of re-submission:
838-PSY-12 
GEORGINA GOULD
The Masculinity o f Leadership: Are Times 
Changing? A Review of the Impact of the 
conceptualisation o f leadership upon Women 
Leaders
DR NATALIA PILAKOÜ 
04 DECEMBER 2012
The above Project has been submitted to the PAHS Ethics Committee.
A favourable ethical opinion has now been given.
Signed:
Dated: A O foA j 4 ^
186
APPENDIX G: INFORMATION FOR CONTRIBUTORS 
Gender, Work & Organization
© Blackwell Publishing Ltd
Edited By: David Knights, Deborah Kerfoot and Ida Sabelis 
Impaet Factor: 1.194
ISI Journal Citation Reports © Ranking: 2012: 6/38 (Women's Studies); 91/172 
(Management)
Online ISSN: 1468-0432
Author Guidelines
1. Articles submitted to the journal should be original contributions and should not be 
under consideration for any other publication at the same time.
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Abstract
The current research aimed to explore the concept of leadership from the perspective 
of male leaders, which is currently neglected within extant research. Seeking to 
explore any value and /or challenges felt with normative conceptualisations of 
leadership, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 8 male leaders. 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was applied to the data. The analysis 
highlighted complex, nuanced practices of leadership, which may unwittingly 
perpetuate the prevailing landscape of leadership as one that requires agentic 
characteristics to survive and be accepted into challenging environments. Yet the 
analysis also revealed the impact of making such nuanced processes visible in 
opening up the possibility for other styles of leadership. The findings of the study, it 
is suggested, could form part of a proactive agenda for the promotion of diverse 
leadership.
KEYWORDS: Men, Leadership, Masculinity, Identity.
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Introduction
The present study explores the concept of leadership from the perspective of male 
leaders, using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). This overview 
suggests why this is a pertinent area to research, focussing upon key issues from 
extant literature. The rationale, aims and objectives for the present research will be 
outlined as well as its significance to counselling psychology.
Leadership in contemporary context
For over a century, researchers have explored the complex process of leadership 
(Avolio, Reichard, Hannah, Walumbwa, & Chan, 2009). Areas examined include 
ineffective versus effective leadership (e.g., Hoffman, Woehr, Maldagen-Youngjohn, 
& Lyons, 2011), leadership styles (Bums, 1978), gender differences in leadership 
styles (Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, & van Engen, 2003) and the process of 
developing leadership skills (Kempster, 2009).
Whilst this literature offers insight regarding what leadership looks like, less attention 
is paid to the how issues of leadership. Specifically, although factors that influence 
the development of leaders (e.g., personality, feedback, self-development, childhood 
and adolescence) have been considered quantitatively (see Day, Fleenor, Atwater, 
Sturm & McKee, 2014), in-vivo research exploring the interplay between leaders and 
the context in which they operate is lacking (Day, 2000; Kempster, 2009). With 
contemporary pressure to enhance diversity amongst leadership by increasing the 
number of women in leadership roles, this is considered a pertinent issue. Indeed it is 
assumed that enhancing diversity in this manner will improve business performance 
through input and challenge from a range of perspectives and reduce the risk of 
‘group-think’ (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 2014). Having 
improved the representation of women on boards of FTSE 250 companies from 7.8% 
in 2011 to 15.6% in 2014, Lord Davies claims “we are finally seeing a culture change 
take place right at the very heart of British business” (Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills 2014: 2).
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Whilst not dismissing this significant advancement for women and leadership, it feels 
important to acknowledge that this claim is based upon the assumption that diversity 
of thinking has and will be enhanced simply by changing the gender dynamics of 
leadership. It is argued here that this is not necessary the case. The premise for this 
argument being that the culture of leadership may be embedded and could therefore 
attract and demand a certain type of individual able and willing to lead within this 
culture, regardless of gender.
Leadership and counselling psychology
Leadership is thus gaining momentum as a subject that is up for debate within society 
and one that counselling psychology is well positioned to engage with critically and 
curiously. As a progressive profession able to adopt a pluralistie, questioning stance, 
counselling psychology is well-equipped to create a discourse moving beyond the 
therapeutic space to a wider politieal dimension, therein facilitating macro-level 
change (see Milton, 2010). Embracing such principles, I query the way that 
enhancing the diversity of leadership is approached. The emergence of a reductionist 
solution appears to have entered the discourse in order to redress the imbalance -  
certain groups (i.e., women, ethnic minorities) are under-represented therefore let’s 
increase the numbers. Yet for me, this precludes examination of underlying 
contextual dynamics involved in why such groups are not taking up these roles. Is 
there something about them that is not attractive in the first place?
Gender and leadership
“There is nothing essential -  that is universal and nonvarying — in the
Natures o f men and women ”
(Tavris, 1992 cited in Prime, Carter & Welbourne, 2009)
Tavris’ premise that men and women are not essentially different echoes the views of 
de Beauvoir who in 1949 argued that the dichotomy of gender is not naturally 
embedded, but has been created by man (de Beauvoir, 1949[2011]). Social 
constructionists contend the same. Lorber and Farrell (1991), for example, feel that
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gender is not simply a marriage of inherent traits, but the continuous creation of 
something by attaching meaning to human actions. Men, traditionally viewed as 
‘breadwinners’, are expected to possess agentic characteristics (e.g., assertiveness, 
control, dominance, independence); women, traditionally connected with caring roles, 
are expected to possess communal characteristics (e.g., affection, kindness, 
helpfulness, sensitivity, nurture) (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Brown, Diekman, & 
Schnieder, 2011).
Leadership has evolved from and is entrenched within this cultural backdrop. It is 
well documented that men are associated with leadership roles (e.g., Keonig, Eagly, 
Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011; Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, & Bongiomo, 2011; Schein, 
Mueller, Lituchy, & liu, 1996); arguably attributable to the perception that they 
possess agentic characteristics considered harmonious with qualities desired in leaders 
(Powell, Butterfield, & Parent, 2002; Ryan et al., 2011).
Many dismiss the disproportionate prevalence of men and ubiquitous absence of 
women in leadership roles as a natural consequence of gender differences in 
leadership skill and drive (Browne, 1999 cited in Prime, Carter & Welbourne, 2009). 
In a review of the literature into this phenomenon, Gould and Brown (2013) contend, 
however, that this outcome is less about inherent differences and more about the way 
in which work and leadership have been constructed as ‘masculine’ concepts. They 
argue that, due to culturally created ‘norms’ of what it means to be a leader, most 
women, and non-agentic men, do not ‘fit’ criteria considered pertinent to leadership 
and are therefore excluded from such roles, or may espouse atypical qualities in order 
to gain access to them. In an examination of the lived experience of female leaders, 
Gould and Pliakou (2013) found that, consistent with extant research, leadership 
seemingly requires agentic characteristics in order to attract and be attracted to the 
roles, and to survive in environments described as masculine, tough and ugly.
Rationale for the present study
Whilst extant research explores the masculinity of leadership (see Keonig et. Al., 
2011 and Paustian-Underdahl, Walker & Woehr, 2014 for meta-analytic reviews), the
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studies are mostly quantitative and it is therefore difficult to gain a sense of the lived 
experiences of leaders. Some qualitative attention is paid to the pressures felt by 
women to espouse agentic qualities (e.g., Devine, Grummell, & Lynch, 2011; Pini, 
2005), however, experiences of male leaders is neglected. In their meta-analysis 
quantitatively summarising gender differences in leadership effectiveness, Paustian- 
Underdahl, Walker and Woehr (2014) found that certain leadership roles, including 
business and education, may be seen to be incongruent with men’s gender role 
expectations, leading to the perception that women, more than men, were effective 
leaders within these environments. This is suggestive of the impact of gender bias 
against men. However, whilst this paper paints a picture of macro trends; again, it is 
difficult to gain a sense of micro processes impacting leaders and perceptions of 
leadership. A search reveals only one study that qualitatively considers this issue. In 
this study, Kempster (2009) illuminates the impact of observational learning upon the 
development of leadership identities, signifying the role of current leaders in shaping 
the identity and consequent behaviours of aspiring leaders. Yet participants consisted 
of both women and men and the influence of ‘notable people’, defined as individuals 
who impacted the leadership identity of participants, was explored, rather than their 
experiences as leaders. The author notes himself that the paper “does not claim 
exhaustive retrieval of lived experience” (pp. 452). Rather, a glimpse of how such 
processes sustain nuanced practices of leadership is offered. A new finding, the 
author argues, and one requiring further research.
The neglect of extant research into the experience of male leaders is perhaps because 
their occupancy of leadership roles has always been commonplace. It may 
consequently be assumed that men naturally identify with the current 
conceptualisation of leadership. Illuminating their experiences may bridge the gap in 
the literature, shedding some light on whether or not this is the case. Indeed one 
wonders whether they experience pressure to adapt in order to access and sustain 
leadership roles, or whether there is a more natural process of assimilation with the 
patriarchal notion of a leader and the prevailing boardroom culture that manifests. 
Building on the findings of last year’s research into the lived experiences of female 
leaders (Gould & Pliakou, 2013), and by identifying felt difficulties with the current 
conceptualisation of leadership, we may begin to ascertain whether there is something
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about leadership roles and their embedded contexts that is inherently masculine and 
could therefore deter non-agentic women and men from leadership. It is hoped that 
exploration of the lived experiences of both male and female leaders will begin to 
sufficiently address the question around the lived experiences of leaders and their 
understanding of leadership in the current dominant British context.
Research aims
The concept of ‘leadership’ from the perception of men who occupy such roles will be 
examined, the research question being as follows:
How do men experience leadership within their professional setting?
The aims of the research are: firstly, to explore male leaders understanding of the 
conceptualisation of a leader and to gain insight into how the concept is applied 
within their professional setting; secondly, to explore their lived experience of the 
manifestation of such; and finally, to examine any links, such as value and/or 
challenges felt to exist between the concept and their lived experience.
A qualitative-research design is considered particularly well-suited to this study as it 
enables the emergence of nuanced, often invisible, context-rich data (Kempster, 
2009). More specifically, the choice veered towards Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA) for its ability to capture rich, individual experiential descriptions and 
perceptions (Storey, 2007). Further, underpinned by the principles of symbolic 
interactionism (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009), IPA views the self as created 
through complex interactions which shape and are shaped by the world in which we 
are embedded. An IPA study therefore enquires into the cultural position of 
participants, which is considered particularly relevant to this study.
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Method
Epistomology
It is felt that the strength of IPA lies in its inherent subjectivity that, ironically, is often 
considered a weakness within qualitative research. With its philosophical roots in 
phenomenology and hermeneutics (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009), IPA recognises 
the self as contextually embedded and is concerned with how people make meanings 
out of their experiences. It assumes that language reflects the experiences of and 
meanings participants attach to events and social situations. Yet to access such 
experiences and meanings, the researcher’s own conceptions are required. IPA 
therefore emphasises research as a dynamic process within which the researcher 
occupies an active role (Smith & Eataugh, 2007). Referred to as a ‘double- 
hermeneutic’ (Smith & Osborn, 2008), the researcher makes sense of participants who 
make sense of their experience. As such, the proeess always involves interpretation.
Participants
An idiographic mode of enquiry (Smith & Eataugh, 2007) focussing on individual 
meaning, IPA seeks to say something about the perceptions of a particular group 
rather than making general claims (Smith & Osborn, 2008). As such, the sample size 
was small. Eight participants were recruited through purposive sampling, the aim 
being to capture perceptions of individuals for whom the research question would be 
significant.
Inclusion criteria required that participants were men on the boards of private and 
public limited companies, or who held equivalent roles within government or 
organisations connected to government. In order to limit the influence of contextual 
factors upon findings (i.e., size of organisation) whilst meeting the research aims, and 
to attain a homogenous sample as far as possible, men from larger organisations were 
included (FTSE 250 or size-equivalent). This inclusion criteria mirrors that from last
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year’s research, enabling direct comparison of findings. Table 1 contains 
demographic information for participants and their organisations.
Table 1: Demographic information of participants
Age Ethnicity Marital
Status
Children Siblings Industry Company
Size
Private / public %
women
on
board
55 White
British
Married 2 girls 1 brother, 
1 sister
Financial
Services
Global Public. FTSE 
250
17%
41 White
British
Married 2 girls 1 brother Vending UK and 
Europe
Private 0
45 White
British
Divorced Iboy 1 brother, 
3 sisters
Retail UK and 
Europe
Public and 
Private
NK
30 White
British
Partner None None Marketing / 
Media
Global Private 30%
53 White
British
Married 1 girl, 2 
boys
1 brother Hospitality Global Public. Swiss 
Exchange
14%
43 White
British
Married 3 boys 1 sister Pharmaceutica
Is
Global Pubic. FTSE 
250
40%
54 White
British
Married 2 girls 2 sisters Government Global N/A 50%
64 White
British
Married 1 girl, 1 
boy
1 son, 1 
daughter
Government Global N/A 27%
Procedure
Participants were recruited through emails sent to business and personal contacts. 
Interested individuals who met the inclusion criteria were emailed a Participant 
Information Sheet (Appendix A). Company and participant information was freely 
available via company websites or other search engines, and these tools were utilised 
to sereen participants according to inclusion criteria. 6 interviews were conducted in 
person and 2 by telephone. A consent form (Appendix B) providing information 
regarding confidentiality and the rights of participants to withdraw from the study was 
signed by each participant.
Interview process
One-to-one semi structured interviews were conducted as suggested by Smith and 
Osborn (2008) to be useful when interested in uncovering novel areas and capturing
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rich data. Designed to address the research aims and informed by pertinent literature, 
an interview schedule was produced in advance to guide the interview (Appendix C). 
The interview comprised of 4 main focal areas aimed to capture participants’ 
understanding of the concept of a leader, how they view themselves as leaders, their 
experience of becoming a leader and their views of why women are under-represented 
in leadership roles. Each interview lasted between 48 and 86 minutes and was 
digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.
The first interview was treated as a pilot in order to gain a sense of the validity of 
proposed questions and the depth of experiences captured. No changes emerged as a 
result of feedback and therefore this first interview was included in the analysis. The 
interview schedule was not modified at any point, although it was felt that the 
questions somehow weren’t getting close enough experiences fi*om participants who 
sometimes described leaders in general, rather than drawing upon personal 
experiences. Here, more probes were utilised to capture this (e.g., “How would you 
describe yourself?”).
In line with the principles of IPA to elicit subjective experience (Smith, Flowers, & 
Larkin, 2009), the questions were open, neutral and flexible. Prompts were included 
in the schedule and probes were used during interviews to facilitate extraction of 
detailed information.
In line with the research objectives, the aim was to capture the richness and 
complexities of participants’ meaning-making, and to enter their world as much as 
possible whilst being an active agent in shaping the research (Smith & Eatough, 
2007). In using an interview schedule but also exploring areas introduced by 
participants rather than as dictated by the schedule, it was felt that such criterion was 
fulfilled as far as possible.
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Analytic procedure
The steps advocated by Smith and Eataugh (2007) were followed and the transcripts 
were analysed for emerging themes. In the pursuit of understanding, personal 
meanings of the researcher and participant as well as context were considered.
During the first stage of analysis, each transcript was closely read several times to get 
an overall ‘feel’ for the interview. Points of interest, initial conceptual thoughts and 
personal responses to the text were noted in the left-hand margin. During the second 
stage, the right-hand margin was used to transform the notes and ideas into more 
specific emergent themes. Here, it was important to reflect original words and 
thinking of participants, whilst also making psychological sense of the data by 
drawing upon theoretical concepts and interpreting what may lie beneath the 
discourse. In order to ensure close connections between data and interpretation, 
awareness of any desire to ‘fit’ themes into existing categories was noted. The data 
was further reduced in the third stage by establishing connections between 
preliminary themes and clustering them according to shared meaning. In vivo terms 
used by respondents (e.g., ‘building a brand’), or labels that made sense descriptively 
were used to label the clusters. During the fourth stage of analysis, themes were 
organised to produce a summary table displaying superordinate themes, the cluster 
labels that comprised them and supporting quotations from the interview transcript.
Reflexivity
In line with the double-hermeneutic of IP A, the impact of my views and experiences 
upon the process is acknowledged, awareness that is crucial to enhance transparency 
and credibility of data. Appendix D contains reflections regarding the impact of my 
subjective experience upon the research process. It is further acknowledged that my 
interpretative framework has been shaped by both a literature review (Gould & 
Brown, 2013) and a previous study conducted on the topic (Gould & Pliakou, 2013).
It is therefore difficult to separate interviewee / analyst reactions and I recognise that 
interpretation of feelings, perceptions and experiences of respondents is questionable
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and subjective. Yet this seemingly disordered, non-prescriptive method of sense- 
making also encapsulates the essence of why IPA extracts rich data: the researcher is 
permitted to enter the world of participants and reflect upon the shared values of 
humanity, and is able to utilise their own conceptions to co-construct findings.
Credibility
As in all qualitative research requiring subjective engagement, the aim is to produce 
credible, rather than definitive and generalisable, research. The value of the study can 
be assessed using the evaluative criteria proposed by Yardley (2000). Sensitivity to 
context was shown through awareness and inclusion of extant research, drawn upon to 
make psychological sense of the data and deepen interpretation. Further, being aware 
of the impact of normative, ideological, historical and socioeconomic influences upon 
the conceptualisation of leadership enabled critical engagement with common-sense 
assumptions that shape participants’ meaning-making. Commitment was 
demonstrated through in-depth, prolonged engagement with the topic, ample reading 
around the method, and immersion in the data. The stages of data collection and 
analysis were conducted thoroughly and carefully to enhance rigour. The research 
process is described in detail and personal biases were reflected upon in order to 
establish transparency. Finally, impact and importance, as summarised by Yardley’s 
“so what?” question arising from the assertion that “the best psychological research 
should inform, amongst other things....professional practice [and] the delivery of 
public services” (Bruce, 2002: 620) is considered. As it is hoped that this research 
may impact initiatives to enhance the diversity of leadership, this seems to be a 
particularly relevant criterion from which to assess the value of this study.
Research supervision was further utilised to limit idiosyncratic contributions to the 
construction of themes. Moreover, since the analysis contains quotations from 
participants, the reader can draw their own conclusions as to the validity of analytic 
interpretation.
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Ethical considerations
Participants were not considered a vulnerable group, were not rewarded for their 
involvement, there were no safety issues, and it was considered unlikely that the study 
would arouse distress. As per the guidelines outlined by the Faculty of Arts and 
Human Sciences Ethics Committee at the University of Surrey, ethical approval for 
the study was therefore not required.
As a trainee counselling psychologist and member of the British Psychological 
Society, appropriate ethical guidelines were, however, adhered to. Participants were 
made aware that their involvement was voluntary, reserving their right to withdraw 
from the study at any point, and that their names and identifying details would be 
changed to respect confidentiality and protect anonymity. Participants were further 
informed that data is retained in a private, password-protected computer and will be 
destroyed upon completion of the Doctorate.
Analysis
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of the 8 semi-structured interviews 
produced four master themes: Perception of Leadership, Perception of Context, 
Perception of Self and The Experience of the Self in Context (See Table 2 below). 
This section contains an account of each master theme and its constituent sub- 
themes.^ All superordinate themes are analysed and subthemes perceived to answer 
the research question more potently than others are examined in more detail.
’ When presenting quotations from participant narratives, omitted material is represented by (...), 
quotation marks indicate speech, and .. .(text).. .denotes when a quote is taken from mid-speech.
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Table 2: Final table of themes
Superordinate Theme Sub-Themes
1. Perception of leadership
2. Perception of context 2a. Culture of leadership
2b. It’s a man’s world?
3. Perception of self 3a. I’m a natural leader
3b. I’m a chameleon
3c. Where does it come from?
4. Perception of the self in context 4a. Building the brand
4b. Managing challenges in 
building the brand
4c. Being authentic in the brand
4d Being the brand
Perception o f leadership
This master theme captures participants’ sense of what a leader does and the qualities 
required to fulfil responsibilities.
Shared by all participants, the activities of leaders were described: “formulate a 
vision” (William), “set the direction” (George) and “excite and inspire” (Tom) 
others to “follow you ” (Craig). James, an entrepreneur, referred to the leaders he 
encounters:
“....they’re oblivious and careless o f what else is going on around 
them...it’s just about delivering their numbers... ”
James believes that “leaders in entrepreneurial business are probably very different 
to leaders in corporate business”, and seems to feel disdain for the latter types of 
leaders, dismissing them as unaware and insensitive. He perhaps suggests that, in 
pursuit of targets, compassion is lost. Whilst Alex refers to the importance of 
“genuinely caring about people ”, he also describes making gestures, such as sending 
Christmas cards to employees, in order to achieve outcomes: “the input to me versus 
the output was unreal”, as though people are machines. His narrative seems 
indicative of a conflict between being compassionate, and utilising people as assets to
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achieve targets. The needs seem disparate and one wonders whether the qualities 
required can present in the same person, or whether practical demands undermine the 
capacity for empathy.
William, asserting that others need the “belief that you are someone who can be 
followed”, offers a sense that for others to follow, they need faith not only in the 
vision, but in the person. He seems to imply that there are certain attributes, certain 
personality characteristics or a way of being that convinces others to follow. John 
offers an impression of what this person might look like:
“...you need to combine the focus, drive and professionalism with this 
sociability, which means you can go into a room and chat to anyone 
and they’ll find  you interesting from the moment you walk in until the 
moment you walk out. That sociability is crucial and i f  you don’t have 
it, you can move up but you ’re never going to get the big step. ”
John paints a picture of a confident, gregarious, charismatic individual with an ability 
to flawlessly and effortlessly capture and sustain attention. This sense of a leader as 
sociable, outgoing, humorous and confident was echoed by all participants who 
seemed to embody an air of confidence when describing such qualities. Extant 
literature linking charisma with the perception of effective leadership (Hoffman et. al., 
2011; Kulich, Ryan, & Haslam, 2007) supports the emerging belief that leadership 
requires the possession and exhibition of this trait.
Craig offers a different opinion:
“...ifpeople think that to be a good leader you always have to be 
great in front o f lots ofpeople and a real extrovert and noisy, you're 
going to miss out on a lot o f great leaders... ”
Craig, having had to “fight my shyness ” to become a leader, seems to communicate 
his disappointment with the prevailing view of a leader as gregarious, outgoing and 
charismatic, and conveys concern that similar others will consequently be excluded.
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Yet he also describes himself as “assertive when I  need to be”, as though there are 
certain qualities, including confidence and assertiveness, which a leader has to have, a 
view echoed by female leaders interviewed last year.
Perception o f context
This master theme encapsulates participants’ experience of the organisational context 
within which they operate, as well as gender dynamics.
Playing the game
This subtheme captures participants’ experience of the environment in which they 
lead, which seems to involve understanding of and navigation through complex inter- 
relational dynamics:
“...there’s this huge battle o f  wits between you or the auditors or the 
banks or the Goldman Sachs. That’s a hugely enjoyable jousting session, 
which unless you ’re prepared to play the game o f professional, driven and 
focussed you ’re not going to be in the sort o f roles that get you exposure 
to have that interest. You have to play this game... ” (John)
John seemingly suggests that leadership requires a certain mentality in order to 
survive challenging environments. The use of the terminology “battle o f  wits” and 
“jousting session ” conjures up images of war, and a sense of a confrontational culture 
requiring aggressive tactics to master, is conveyed. His conviction that a leader has to 
play the game intimates that unless a disposition conducive to navigating this culture 
is embodied, the game is lost and desired roles are inaccessible. The positive 
language and animated tone used suggests that if one is successful within the game, 
the feeling of winning is exhilarating. One wonders about the requirements upon a 
person to be able not only to survive the game, but to stay ahead, be combative, win 
and feel concomitant excitement.
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Luke, having been told “this is crap, you’ve missed it” after he felt that he incorrectly 
played the game, describes future tactics:
“...You say “No, because you ’re going to listen to the agenda first... 
there was a very awkward pause and then he burst out laughing... and 
said, “He gets it, doesn ’t he? ’’...you were then allowed into the inner circle 
because you ’d proved yourself capable o f not just being a yes man and 
turning up being intimidated by seniority... ”
Luke seemingly responded by preparing for battle. Pre-empting the situation, he 
strategically blocked another damaging outcome by being assertive and presenting an 
unfaltering, unfazed image in the presence of status. Recounted with enthusiasm, 
Luke seems proud of the validation received for his tactics. He communicates a 
profound sense of belonging having broken through a barrier to leadership portrayed 
as robust, selective and conditional upon the display of certain skills and traits that 
Luke was able to call upon. Luke refers to this as the “political element” of 
leadership. “Playing the game”, he believes, involves “recognising what makes 
people tick”. He perhaps implies that within this culture, accessing leadership 
involves performing, knowing the environment and displaying like-mindedness in 
order to be accepted. This premise supports and is supported by Hogg’s social 
identity theory of leadership (2001) viewing leadership as a group process in which 
perceptions of potential for leadership are based upon how well individuals match the 
group prototype.
I t ’s a man’s world?
Given the prominence of gender within contemporary leadership discussions, an 
attempt was made to capture participants’ perceptions of the under-representation of 
women in leadership. This emerged organically within some narratives; in others, a 
direct question was asked.
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William offers his thoughts:
“...one thing women have said to me, and I  think people relate to, is that 
a male characteristic in clawing their way up a greasy pole, and getting 
to the top, is that they exhibit games player characteristics. When I  was 
young we used to play a game called Risk Diplomacy, and the best way o f 
winning Diplomacy was to form alliances, and then at the crucial moment 
break them. As a gender generalisation, women didn 7 like that, because to 
them i f  you have formed an alliance it was a personal thing, even in the 
context o f the game you just didn 7 break it at will. Whereas a man would 
much more easily form an alliance andjust break it”
This notion that leadership involves game-playing behaviour that women seem to 
dislike and find harder to engage and enact is supported by the experiences of female 
leaders interviewed last year who referred to such environments as “competitive, 
challenging, ugly, brutal and ruthless”. Craig offers his opinion of such 
environments:
“I  think some people like that really testosterone filled aggressive 
atmosphere where there’s great rewards fo r people who do well.
I f  you trample on other people to get where you are then that’s 
maybe something that’s seen as something to be proud o f rather 
than something to be ashamed of...maybe we ’re just not one o f  
those organisations ”
Communicating a sense of disdain for environments where aggressive game-playing 
tactics are revered, Craig indicates that such behaviours are not prized within his 
organisation, which, interestingly, is one of the organisations in this study holding the 
most number of women at board level. Perhaps this denotes the significance of 
contextual dynamics in making certain organizations more attractive to women.
Other participants believe that barriers for women are created during recruitment 
processes whereby “people recruit in their own image” (Luke), explaining that
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“when men hire, they preferably look for their spitting image” (George). This view 
that the mere presence of men in leadership roles perpetuates their occupancy of them 
is supported by extant research into in-group bias. Underlining contemporary 
implications of social identity theory (Tajfel, 1982) for leadership selection processes, 
the literature highlights the propensity for individuals to evaluate members belonging 
to the group to which they are personally affiliated more favourably that those whom 
they are not (Boask & Sczesny, 2011; Latu, Stewart, Myers, Lisco, Estes, & Donahue, 
2011; Ryan et. a., 2011).
Perception o f self
The extent to which participants perceived themselves to possess characteristics 
harmonious with those perceived necessary for leadership are explored within this 
master theme. Insight into the acquirement of these attributes is also presented.
I ’m a natural leader
Developing within some participants’ narratives was the experience of themselves as 
being congruent with the emerging view of a leader.
Alex believes “not everyone can become a Chief Executive. That’s OK, as long as 
they know”. He seems to suggest that there are a set of clear, pre-defined qualities an 
individual needs for leadership, and offers a sense that these qualities are innate, and 
cannot be developed.
Describing himself as personable, hard-nosed, driven and confident, Alex likes to 
“live on the edge
“The difference between success andfailure is so marginal, it’s unbelievable,
I  love that ”.
Pondering aspects of leadership he finds exhilarating, Alex seemingly embraces risk. 
Perhaps this position of constant precariousness keeps him feeling alive, as though
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security and certainty would dampen his vivacity. James similarly loses interest with 
stability and constancy:
“I f  i t ’s all going tickedy-boo, that’s probably when I  get bored. I  get 
bored very quickly ” (James)
Referring to himself as a “problem-solver”, James seemingly thrives on aspects of 
leadership involving difficulties, dilemmas and crises. Echoed by all participants who 
described themselves as “more logical than emotional” (Craig), a sense emerges 
where this part of their personality allows them to perform and thrive with challenge. 
One wonders whether they need this feeling of exhilaration ignited with risk, 
challenge and pressure.
James paints a picture of his personality:
“I ’m just like a sponge, so I  can sit with lawyers and by the end o f it.
I ’ll know more about what you ’re doing in this transaction than you will 
and I ’ll tie you in knots”
Recounted assertively and self-assuredly, James seems to communicate a sense of 
pride in his ability to cause individuals with specialist knowledge confusion and 
anxiety. Reminded of the leadership ‘game’ conveyed in the above master theme, 
perhaps James offers an image of the type of personality traits that allow one to stay 
ahead of the game.
I ’m a chameleon
Some participants were aware of their nature being incongruent with the prevailing 
conceptualisation of a leader:
“I  can put it on i f  I  need to. I  don’t think i t’s naturally but I ’ve learned 
you need to have a presence. I  quite strongly feel this thing that says 
you either play the game or you get out... ” (John)
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Describing himself as a “chameleon”, John explains that he is able to embody 
confidence, sociability and gregariousness when necessary, qualities congruent with 
participants description of necessary qualities for leadership. There is a sense that 
John has acquiesced to this prevailing view of a leader in order to avoid losing out. 
Craig explains “I  fight my shyness and always have done ” and James, believing he is 
not naturally sociable or confident, explains “you can learn it”. Both seem to relate 
John’s experience. Perhaps having received implicit messages that leadership 
requires certain qualities, they concealed their natural disposition and espoused such 
qualities in order to attain and sustain leadership positions. In so doing, they may 
communicate to others that such qualities are necessary. One wonders whether this 
process of emulation and dissemination perpetuates the prevailing view of a leader.
John still believes his personality will hinder further progression:
“I ’m not as ruthless as I  might be but I ’m stuck with that....I’m still too 
nice a guy from a professional point o f  view...That’s a glass ceiling.
I ’m not sure that’s a regret but i t’s irritating”
John possibly relays his frustration at feeling forestalled by his personality. 
Interestingly, this is a trait that John does not feel he can adapt, as though being 
“ruthless” is a step too far. Perhaps the capacity to think of the other and to 
empathise, qualities that maintain connectedness and relatedness to others, are 
qualities he does not wish to disown.
Where did it come from?
This sub-theme captures participants’ experience of early developmental factors that 
may have shaped their identity into one conducive to leadership.
The significance of educational experiences were referenced by most participants. 
Craig reflects upon his experience of boarding school:
“...an environment where you are told you can do anything you want to
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do, try things, get on with it and you’ll do it and i f  you fail, try again... 
you're expected to succeed and you're expected to try things. You're not 
allowed not to do things because you're either teased about it or it's just 
not allowed”
Encapsulating the significance of an environment that encouraged success, expected 
endeavour and actively disparaged anything less, Craig portrays a sense of endurance, 
of acquiescing to demand and having a go regardless of how one internally feels or is 
externally treated. Taken back to his ability within the workplace to “fight my 
shyness”, one wonders whether he learnt to conceal emotion and display an 
acceptable affect from a very early age. Indeed later in his narrative, he refers to 
being “sent away to boarding at 7” and consequently becoming “very self- 
contained”. A picture is painted of experiences during formative years that may have 
moulded Craig’s sense of self into one characterised by resilience, determination, 
persistence and containment.
Luke, who “got used to being top o f the class”, echoes William’s experience of being 
“head boy at my college in Oxford”, and Tom’s:
“I  don 7 think I  had always an ambition to be a leader, but I  would say 
that I ’ve always played a leadership role from a very young age. So I  
suppose at school I  was captain o f teams... at college, always selected 
to be leader o f groups ”
Many participants were unaware of the origin of this drive to attain leadership roles, 
seemingly experienced as natural and perhaps innate. Typically, participants who felt 
this instinctive drive to lead identified themselves as naturally possessing qualities 
harmonious with leadership, and therefore felt less need to adapt. They similarly 
referred to the significance of being leaders of sports teams. Thinking of the skills 
necessary for sports team captains and leadership roles, they seem to marry well: 
leading teams, formulating and exacting strategies, motivating others, forming 
alliances, being combative and competitive and taking risks are all skills and qualities 
required of both.
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The influence of childhood antecedents upon leader identity and self-regulation is 
supported by the assertions of Murphy and Johnson (2011) who note the importance 
of early developmental factors, including genetics, parenting styles, relationships, and 
early learning leadership experiences, to the leader development process.
The experience o f  the self in context
Explored within this master theme is what happens to the self, the personality traits 
and values encapsulated in an individual within a context that places expectations 
upon its members.
Building a brand
All participants referred to the importance of presenting a certain image to others in 
being recognised and accepted as a leader.
Alex pinpoints the moment he made a proactive decision to change:
“I  suddenly realised the only way I ’m going to get on to what I  wanted 
to do was to work really hard and be seen in a different light...I had to 
start thinking far more about what I  wanted, how I  wanted to be 
perceived, gravitas not one o f the boys”
Recounted firmly and determinedly, Alex seemed resolute to modify himself, to tone 
down certain qualities, including humour and his boisterous, playful nature, referred 
to throughout his narrative as intrinsically part of his personality. The idea of gravitas 
again emerges, perhaps reaffirming the notion that a type of character with a certain 
intangible presence is desired and required for leadership. The repetition of the words 
“have” and “had” seem indicative of imposed requirements, as though there was little 
room for Alex to be any other way in his endeavour to lead. His determination not to 
be seen as “one o f the boys ” appears to highlight a need for separateness, as though 
being perceived as a leader involves segregating oneself from past connections.
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John elucidates a further theme affirmed by all participants: the potential for disparity 
between internal feelings and the external presentation of the self:
“Fm going to be pedalling furiously under the water but as fa r  as he’s 
concerned, I ’m covering this reasonably confidently. I  suspect he’s 
pedalling furiously underwater as well but when I  see him walking along 
the corridor, I  don’t want to see him run, I  want to see him walk”
The metaphoric use of water to convey his experience powerfully evokes an image of 
a calm, composed and tranquil surface, starkly contrasted by tension, chaos and frenzy 
lurking beneath. John appears conscious of this proactive process of suppressing 
emotion, and regardless of his suspicion that others are doing the same, he seems to 
feel that not only is this is necessary, but also desired.
Described as a “calm unflappability” by Craig and Luke, this sense that leadership 
involves concealing emotion was echoed throughout the narratives. The notion that 
leadership involves meta-cognitive skills directed toward self-regulation, involving 
control and communication of emotions to others, is supported by extant literature 
(Lord & Hall, 2005). Many of the female leaders interviewed last year also offered 
the same thoughts. It is known that suppressing emotion in this manner exudes 
energy (Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002) and may result in damaging 
consequences to the self (Gross & Levenson, 19997) and others (Impett, et al., 2012). 
It is therefore wondered whether the representation that leadership necessitates this 
process may attract a type of individual able to conceal emotion and willing to tolerate 
its impact to the exclusion of others who ca not or will not.
James reflects upon external influences upon the development of his leadership 
persona:
. everywhere I  went I  just observed and saw good ways and bad 
ways o f doing it, how people work. ”
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Experienced by all participants, James draws attention to an active process of 
observing other leaders and consequently emulating or rejecting the attributes of 
others to build upon their own leadership persona, as summarised by John: “I ’ve got 
bits o f him and bits o f him... ”
Managing challenges in building the brand
The extent to which participants experience the prevailing view of a leader as 
personally challenging is examined within this sub-theme.
William, referring to the demanding nature of the role, reflects upon his coping 
strategy:
“you have to create some barriers in your mind otherwise it becomes an 
unnatural mess. And people say I  am amazing because I  pack so many 
things in, and don’t seem to get too stressed. I ’m quite a fast worker and 
I  can organise my brain so that it is. One danger is that your partitions 
are too strong, you lose the relating o f one area to the other... ”
Others seem to admire how much William ostensibly takes in and holds, while he 
refers to this as a process and a challenge when there is little relating between the 
fragmented parts. Yet the admiration he receives almost implies that William 
possesses unique skills that enable him to cope with the demands of leadership in a 
manner that perhaps others do not. Reminded of the universally felt need to present a 
stoic, contained and confident image of the self to others despite internal feelings, one 
wonders whether William offers insight into how this process is realized. Asserting 
that “I  don’t believe you could do the job ” unless able to compartmentalize in this 
manner, William intimates that this capacity is a pre-requisite for successful 
leadership; a quality he seemingly experiences as natural and possibly innate: “I  don’t 
consciously do that but I  know I  can do it ”.
William appears conscious of the personal consequences of compartmentalizing:
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“...the other side o f that is can he hurtful to relationships, because you 
have compartmentalized. So what then will appear is a lack o f  interest. ”
This ability to isolate and focus on different issues is seemingly helpful for William in 
his role as a leader. Yet he communicates a sense that this capacity is uncontrollably 
pervasive, and personal relationships can consequently suffer. Perceived as uncaring, 
it could be that this process reduces the capacity for relatedness and connection. 
Taken back to the conflict between being empathie and taking difficult decisions, as 
well as the game-playing culture that seemingly involves setting aside compassion to 
achieve goals, it could be that the ability to hold such dissonant demands and values is 
achieved by invoking this process. Reminded of Luke’s reflection that “I  think you 
can learn it but i f  you ’re not the right type ofperson you won’t want to learn it”, and 
John’s experience of being “too nice a guy from a professional point o f view”, maybe 
participants illuminate a prerequisite to leadership that involves either a natural ability 
or willingness to compartmentalise in the way they relate to the role and others.
Many participants described altering their leadership style over time:
“...I was impatient, probably not very nice to a lot ofpeople and I  
wanted to set the direction o f what things should be done and I  
wanted to control that... ” (George)
George retrospectively paints a picture of himself as unbearable, tough and directive. 
Embodying these qualities because “I  had to prove myself to get up the corporate 
ladder”, he appears to highlight the espousal of attributes deemed necessary to be 
perceived as capable of leadership. Referring to the “ways people are handled” 
throughout aspects of leadership which involve taking tough decisions and being 
directive, George appears regretful of his earlier actions, describing himself as now 
“more human”, and seems disdainful of leaders who aren’t:
“...the worst leaders I  see are the ones that think they know everything 
so they tell you what to do... ”
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Whilst there are certain immovable aspects of leadership, how one approaches these 
aspects seemingly involves discretion. For George, the integration of a more 
relational, less dictatorial style of leading others came with status: “...I don’t need to 
prove myself any more. I  know what I  can do ”. Perhaps status and its concomitant 
comfortableness have afforded George flexibility to challenge the status quo. One 
queries whether this flexibility is there for aspiring leaders, or whether they too 
experience implicit pressure to espouse certain qualities in order to succeed.
Being authentic in the brand
All participants described the importance of remaining authentic within their roles, 
which seemingly involved exposing imperfections. As captured by Tom:
“I  think again people need to recognise that leaders are fallible, that 
they do get things wrong....and there’s a human side to that as well so 
.... urm... i f  leaders think they get it right all the time, that they are right 
all the time and that even i f  they ’re wrong they think they ’re right, 
then it doesn’t allow the individuals who are part o f the team to be who 
they are ”
Acknowledging and admitting mistakes as a leader is possibly about allowing the 
dispersion of vulnerabilities. The use of the word ‘fallible’ conveys a sense that being 
authentic is about having and exposing attributes of humans, as opposed to infallible 
beings. Communicated with conviction and the use of the phrase “I  think people 
need”, Tom offers an underlying sense that this way of viewing leadership is not 
customary.
Being the brand
Having been through a process of becoming a leader, an awareness of embodying the 
brand and its associated status emerged in participants’ narratives:
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. .you are the role model. Whatever you do, people look at you.
You can have all the posh posters hanging on the wall talking to you 
about values and you can do sessions o f these sorts o f things. I f  
you as a leader do not walk the talk, people will see... ” (George)
George offers a sense of being enthroned with influence and prominence. He portrays 
an image of leaders as highly visible, as individuals who are monitored, observed and 
scrutinised by others. His proposal that organisational messages are redundant unless 
embodied by the leader possibly intimates that the power of the person transcends 
other channels of communication.
Tom highlights the responsibility of leaders to “identify the next carder o f leaders”, 
and describes his process in so doing:
“ ...first thing to do is to recognise that you don’t necessarily want all 
leaders to be the same as y  ou... i t ’s not always good to have people 
around you o f the same style, type o f  leadership or personality... ”
He offers a sense that awareness of the danger of surrounding oneself with similar 
others fuels potential for diverse leadership. Reminded of the propensity to select 
like-minded leaders, one wonders whether such reflection enables the challenge of 
unconscious bias. Perhaps he elucidates the possibility that awareness, which opens 
up dialogue to different ways of thinking and sparks reflection and curiosity to query 
the status quo, is one way of challenging nuanced, often invisible, normative 
leadership practice, ultimately paving the way for diverse leadership.
217
Discussion
This study sought to bridge a gap in extant literature by exploring the experiences of 
male leaders. The aim was to capture rich, nuanced processes of leadership in order 
to illuminate how the concept of leadership is experienced within professional 
settings, and to identify any felt value and/or challenges with the current 
conceptualisation of leadership. The findings offer a glimpse into complex, inter- 
relational processes that underlie the world of male leaders. These will herewith be 
examined with respect to existing literature. The significance of the study including 
its implications, limitations and suggestions for future research will also be 
considered.
Evaluation o f findings
Consistent with extant research, leadership seemingly requires personality 
characteristics, including confidence, assertiveness, charisma and sociability. In their 
meta-analysis of the link between individual characteristics and leader effectiveness, 
Hoffman et. al., (2011), for example, found a strong correlation between the 
personality traits of energy, dominance, self-confidence and charisma and leader 
effectiveness. Given that men are expected to possess such agentic characteristics 
(Eagly & Karau, 2002; Brown, Diekman, & Schnieder, 2011), as are leaders (e.g., 
Keonig et. al., 2011; Powell, Butterfield & Parent, 2002; Ryan et. al., 2011), the 
findings of the present study are perhaps not surprising and are somewhat indicative 
of the durability of stereotypes about men, women and leaders (Eagly & Sczesny, 
2009).
Also supported is the emergent finding that current leaders tend to favour similar 
others when selecting future leaders. This is consistent with Social Identity Theory 
(Tajfel, 1982) suggestive that individuals have a propensity to evaluate the 
capabilities of members of the group to which they are personally affiliated with more 
favourably than those whom they are not. The finding that such biases impact 
leadership selection processes has been replicated elsewhere (Latu et. a., 2011; Ryan
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et. a l, 2011) and is perhaps partly responsible for the greater occupancy of men in 
leadership roles.
Further highlighted is the significance of observational learning upon the development 
of leadership practice and persona. All participants illuminated a process of observing 
other leaders and consequently emulating or neglecting qualities perceived conducive 
to effective leadership. This is consistent with the research of Kempster (2009) who 
illustrated the prominence of influential figures and current leadership practices upon 
leadership identities, attitudes and practices.
Other contextual factors influential to leadership identity were also illuminated. The 
referral of participants to practices, including game-playing and the need to be 
assertive and combative, is indicative of the necessity to adopt certain traits in order to 
survive and be accepted into challenging environments. Such practices are described 
within extant literature as synonymous with historic ‘masculinist’ approaches to 
leadership (e.g., Kempster, 2009; Sheridan, Haslam McKenzie & Still, 2011).
Prior research demonstrates that, within such environments, some female leaders 
espouse qualities perceived necessary to attain and sustain leadership roles (Devine, 
Grummell, & Lynch, 2011; Fini, 2005; Gould & Pliakou, 2013). Past research has 
not, however, examined the experiences of men; perhaps because they are perceived 
to possess agentic characteristics akin to leadership. The present research indicates 
that this is not necessarily the case. Whilst some leaders described themselves as 
naturally congruent with the prevailing view of leaders, others did not. In line with 
the experiences of some female leaders, they seemingly felt similar pressures to 
emulate qualities in order to locate themselves with this prevailing view of a leader.
A process of leadership thus emerged, in which the predominant landscape of 
leadership could be perpetuated. Firstly, practices equating leadership with 
behaviours seen as more acceptable, or suited to individuals with agentic qualities 
may powerfully, if unwittingly, communicate the message that non-agentic 
individuals are less suited to leadership. Secondly, the embodiment of such qualities 
by current leaders may further perpetuate the notion that agentic qualities are
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necessary for leadership. Thirdly, organisational hierarchies in which certain types of 
men predominate could maintain their occupancy of such roles.
Yet the research also highlights that making such nuanced processes visible can break 
the cycle. For example, awareness of in-group bias in leadership selection processes 
seemingly resulted in the proactive selection of out-group members. Further, the 
greater occupancy of women leaders in organisations that seemed dismissive of 
‘masculinist’ environments might suggest that awareness of and engagement with 
proactively changing such cultures makes them more attractive to non-agentic 
individuals.
Accordingly, whilst this research denotes the embedded nature of contextual factors 
perpetuating leadership stereotypes, hope for change is found. Indeed Schein (1985) 
highlights the centrality of leaders to create, maintain or change prevailing cultures. 
Such change is only possible, however, through making conscious nuanced processes 
that shape and perpetuate leadership identity, and this can be difficult because such 
processes are often invisible and subjective (Kempster, 2009). Opening up dialogue 
to different ways of thinking about leadership can spark curiosity, creativity and 
innovation, and challenge predominant leadership practices, which may attract and 
require certain types of leaders to the exclusion of others. Although change will not 
happen overnight, extrapolating the tenets of Bateson (1971) and Watzalwick, 
Weakland and Fisch (1971), small change, by opening up diagloue and sparking 
diverse thinking, can lead to systems-level change.
Limitations and directions fo r  future research
A  relatively homogenous group comprised the sample. Further research is therefore 
needed to disseminate the experiences of men within smaller organisations. 
Moreover, given the finding that status seemingly fostered the capacity for flexible 
leadership, the experiences of aspiring male leaders may be interesting to explore. 
Given the contemporary drive for diverse leadership, one wonders whether they feel 
liberated from the prevailing view of leadership, or whether implicit pressure to 
espouse certain qualities remains.
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As with all qualitative research studies (Macran, Stiles, & Smith, 1999), 
interpretations made must be considered tentative and within the context of the work, 
participants’ memories and how they were prepared to express personal experiences, 
and the researcher’s subjective interpretation of narratives. Further, concerns of 
participants regarding the interview process and utilisation of data may have impacted 
responses.
Finally, this research was only able to scratch the surface of early experiences that 
may shape identify into one conducive to leadership. It may therefore be interesting 
to explore early attachments and experiences of successful leaders to illuminate 
whether one is or becomes a leader. Longitudinal research and case studies could 
explore such processes in more depth.
Implications and relevance to counselling psychology
Prior research and stereotypes suggest that men and women fall into two distinct 
groups. There are qualities associated with men and qualities associated with women 
(Eagly & Sczesny, 2009; Lorber & Farrell, 1991). What has seemingly emerged from 
the research into female and male leaders is that participants view themselves not as 
either masculine or feminine according to their sex, but as individuals who move back 
and forth in the middle of a continuum. Such findings could have implications for the 
way in which gender is researched (i.e., through quantitative methods) and gender 
imbalances are redressed. Indeed traditional, dichotomised ways of viewing gender 
may perpetuate constructed understandings of gender as binary. Quantitative research 
methods that tie the experiences of individuals to a certain position (i.e., male or 
female) exclude other, more flexible and fluid possibilities. Further, encouraging 
diversity of leadership by quantitatively redressing gender imbalances could be a 
simplified solution to the homogeneity of leadership. Indeed the lived experience of 
leaders, signifying that individuals do not locate themselves within this rigid, 
traditionally shaped position of gender, indicates that this is a precarious resolution.
The present research calls for a more androgynous approach to the investigation and 
challenge of current leadership practices. It is felt that qualitative research, minimal
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within this field (Day, 2000; Kempster, 2009), fosters exploration of the space in- 
between the gender dichotomy and is therefore considered more suited to the study of 
leadership.
Counselling psychology prioritises relationships - in the therapeutic encounter and the 
wider world - as significant for healthy psychological functioning (Woolfe, 
Strawbridge, Douglas & Dryden, 2010). When working with male leaders, 
psychologists may therefore wish to consider the impact of relationships within 
organisational contexts upon the self, including any felt pressure to move away from a 
natural way of being. In so doing, such individual-level change may begin to fuel 
macro-level change. Indeed fi*eeing individuals from social scripts in this manner 
may open up the possibility for diverse, flexible leadership, consequently breaking 
down the homogeneity of leadership.
Baluch, Pieterse, and Bolden (2004) emphasize the role of counselling psychology to 
recognise systematic inequalities within society. An argument is presented that logs 
the potential for unequal access to leadership roles for non-agentic individuals, and 
urges practitioners to move beyond treatment of the individual towards rectification of 
the source. As advocated by Baluch, Pieterse, & Bolden (2004).
“For counselling psychology to move beyond the status quo to 
becoming a vibrant, powerful force, it must assess in an honest, 
forthright manner its commitment to social change”
(pp. 94)
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APPENDIX A
Participant Information Sheet 
An Exploration of the Lived Experiences of Male Leaders 
Introduction
I am in my final year of a Doctorate in Psychotherapeutic and Counselling 
Psychology based in the Psychology Department at the University of Surrey, 
Guildford. The concept of ‘leadership’ is highly topical. As part of the research 
element of the course, I intend to explore how male leaders experience the concept of 
leadership within their professional setting and would like to invite you to help me 
with this by taking part in my study.
This current research follows on from research I conducted last year on the lived 
experiences of female leaders within a professional setting. The findings from this 
research covering male leaders may illuminate similarities and differences between 
the experiences of professional men and women in leadership roles.
I hope that this research will help to identify the process that male leaders experience 
throughout their journey to the top. I also hope that any challenges will be identified 
and that further research within this area will be generated: the ultimate aim being to 
educate businesses and policy-makers about factors which impact how people evolve 
into leaders. In turn, I hope my findings could help to improve experiences for 
current and aspiring leaders.
Nature of the study
In researching how male leaders experience the concept of leadership within their 
professional setting, I wish specifically to explore:
• what leadership means;
• how the concept of leadership is created, defined and applied within 
professional settings;
• how useful leadership is as a concept; and
• what challenges can accompany the existence of this concept.
Benefits of participating
The research provides an opportunity for you to talk about your experiences of being 
a leader. Changes to policies and practices are based on the findings of research 
studies. It is only by researching real people and real issues that we can discover 
what’s working and what needs improving and, in this respect, your input is vital.
While you may not see any direct change or benefit to you, you will be contributing to 
an important piece of research that I hope will improve the experiences of aspiring 
leaders.
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Factors to help you decide whether you wish to participate in my research
I f  you decide to take part:
a) Date and time: I will ask you for a convenient date and time whereupon we 
can meet to conduct an interview. We can meet wherever is convenient for 
you -  your place of business, your home, or at the University of Surrey.
b) Duration: The interview should take approximately one hour.
c) Format: I will ask you some personal questions about your experience of 
being a leader within your professional setting and about the qualities you 
perceive as necessary to become a leader and be a good leader. At any point, 
you can choose not to answer any question, we can take a break from the 
questions or you can choose to stop the interview completely without giving a 
reason.
d) Procedure: You will first be asked to sign a Consent Form, to say that you 
have understand what the research is all about and that you have had the 
chance to ask me any questions first.
e) Confidentiality: The Consent Form also states that all information about you 
is kept confidential in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1988. I will 
take notes during the interview, which will be recorded using a Dictaphone. 
My notes will purely be used to remind me what we discussed and won’t be 
used for any other purpose. The same applies for the recording, which will be 
used to transcribe the interview. What you say will remain confidential and 
will only be seen by myself. Your name and all personal details about you 
will be kept anonymous in the study. This includes any information about 
where you live, your real name, the company that you work for, your age, 
ethnicity, religion, etc -  or any other information that would identify you 
personally. Following the interview, recordings will immediately be 
transferred onto a password protected computer that only I can access; further, 
recordings will be kept in password protected files. All data (interview 
recordings and transcripts) will be held in a locked / password protected 
location for 10 years following completion of the study after which it will be 
destroyed.
My research supervisor may have access to the information about you during 
the research study. Supervision helps me to ensure I am conducting the 
research properly and according to ethical guidelines. Your real name would 
not be used during these sessions. My supervisor’s name and contact details 
are at the end of this information sheet.
The research findings could be published in relevant academic journals so that 
others working in the same field have access to the material. It is also possible 
that the findings will be presented at meetings or conferences. Again, all 
personal details about you will be kept confidential (your real name, the
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company you work for, where you live, etc.), and no-one will be able to 
identify who you are.
f) Ethics: Following completion of the research, I will send you a copy of the 
final research study, plus copies of any journals in which the research is 
published.
g) Expected completion date: This research will be completed by November 
2014.
h) Complaints or Concerns: If you have any complaints or concerns about any 
aspect of the way you have been treated during the course of the research 
study, you can contact my supervisor whose name and contact details are at 
the end.
If you need any fiirther information to help you decide whether to take part in my 
research, please contact me using my contact details at the end of this information 
sheet.
Thank you fo r  taking the time to read this Information Sheet
Research being conducted by:
Georgina Gould
Trainee Counselling Psychologist 
Department of Psychology
University of Surrey, Guildford, Surrey, GU2 7XH
07780 476705
g.i.gould@surrev.ac.uk
Supervised by:
Dr Natalia Pliakou 
Chartered Psychologist 
Department of Psychology
University of Surrey, Guildford, Surrey, GU2 7XH 
01483 689353
Natalia.pliakou@surrev.ac.uk
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Consent Form for people taking part in the research:
An Exploration of the Lived Experiences of Male Leaders
Researcher: Georgina Gould, Trainee Counselling Psychologist at the University of
Surrey, School of Psychology
• I the undersigned voluntarily agree to take part in the above study.
• I have read and understood the Information Sheet provided. I have been given a full 
explanation by the researcher of the nature, purpose, location and likely duration of the 
study, and of what I will be expected to do. I have been advised about any possible 
distress which taking part in the study may cause me and have been offered support 
should this happen. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions on all aspects of 
the study and have understood the advice and information given as a result.
I will inform the researcher immediately if I become worried by any questions that I am 
asked during the interview, or if I have any concerns afterwards.
I understand that all personal data relating to volunteers is held and processed in the 
strictest confidence, and in accordance with the Data Protection Act (1998). I agree that I 
will not seek to restrict the use of the results of the study on the understanding that my 
anonymity is preserved.
I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without needing to 
justify my decision and without prejudice.
I am happy for the researcher to write about what I say during the interview and publish 
this as long as the information remains anonymous. I understand that quotes from the 
interview may be used, but these will be made anonymous.
I understand that recordings will be kept securely and destroyed after 10 years. I also 
understand that all data (interview recordings and transcripts) will be held in a locked / 
password protected location for 10 years following completion of the study after which it 
will be destroyed.
I confirm that I have read and understood the above and freely consent to participating in 
this study. I have been given adequate time to consider my participation and agree to 
comply with the instructions and restrictions of the study.
Name of volunteer (BLOCK CAPITALS) ...............................
Signed..................................................................................................................................
Date ...............................
Name of researcher/person taking consent (BLOCK CAPITALS) ................................
Signed ..................................
Date ...............................
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
1. Please describe your role and the organisation that you work for.
Prompts:
• Gender composition of leadership team
2. What is your understanding of the concept of a leader?
Prompts:
How does one get to the top? How does one succeed?
What attributes does a leader have? What characteristics? Personality?
3. How do you see yourself in your role as a leader?
Prompts:
• How do you describe yourself? What characteristics / attributes?
• What are you like at work? How do you ‘manage’ people?
• How do you feel that others see you at work? Any examples of why you feel 
this?
• What is the environment like at work?
• Who supports you in your role?
• If I asked you this question, “how would you describe yourself as a leader”, at 
the start of your career, would the answer be different? How have you 
changed? What were the reasons for changing?
4. Did you always see yourself as a leader?
Prompts:
• If yes, what qualities did you see yourself as possessing that fit a leadership 
role? How did you acquire these? Role models? Outside influences?
• If not, what changed?
• Any pressure to change / adapt to become leader?
• Have you faced any challenges in your climb to the top?
5. What do you think deters women from accessing leadership roles?
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Appendix D
Personal Reflection
I entered this year’s research from a different place to prior years. Although the topic 
is similar, I felt different about it, which has possibly helped and hindered the process. 
Helped because I feel more confident about the findings, their relevance to 
counselling psychology and usefulness to those in industry; hindered because there is 
a danger that confidence translates into a position of ‘knowing’ and I have therefore 
been very careful to remain open-minded throughout this research.
I presented an amalgamation of my literature review (Gould & Brown, 2013a) and the 
findings of the lived experiences of women leaders (Gould & Pliakou, 2013) at the 
Psychology of Women’s Conference (Gould & Brown, 2013b). My findings and 
views were well-received and part of the presentation delivered by the keynote 
speaker mirrored my own. The topic of women in leadership is gaining further 
momentum within politics, industry and the media and I have heard an informal view 
expressed from a counselling psychologist at the University of Surrey that leadership 
should be a topic with which our professional engages. Moreover, as was the case 
last year, I was pleasantly surprised at the swift response received from male leaders 
expressing interest in taking part in the study. This seemingly positive direct and 
indirect feedback has cemented my views about the relevance and usefulness of my 
topic, which I initially felt uncertain about. Further, the process of defending my 
position has meant that I have really had to crystallise my thinking about this issue.
Armed with knowledge, reassurance, and having conducted a similar study last year, I 
gained confidence. This infiltrated the interviews and analysis and, to a certain 
degree, I felt freer to ask questions, probe interesting areas uncovered during the 
interviews and engage in the double-hermeneutic of IPA that invites my experience 
and thoughts into the process and fosters deeper level of inquiry and analysis.
I suspect this was also facilitated by my own experience of generally feeling more 
relaxed with intelligent, powerful men than such women with whom I often feel more 
anxious. I wonder whether growing up with a brother close in age as well as other 
men within my family with whom I have always felt able to express my opinions, has 
meant that I feel comfortable and relaxed around men. Further, humour is a highly 
valued quality within my family, as it seems to be amongst male leaders. Feeling able 
to engage with participants humorously, particularly before the interviews began, 
seemed to allow both parties to feel more relaxed, perhaps became a useful tool for 
me to be accepted, and possibly fostered an atmosphere in which participants felt able 
to speak openly.
Moreover, interviewing women who had achieved a lot of things that I wanted to 
achieve myself (i.e., balancing a career with family) at the same time as wondering 
with amazement how I was going to do it felt intimidating and put me on edge. This
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was absent with male leaders as they seemed less concerned about some of these 
issues. Whilst they referred to them as challenging having attainted their leadership 
role, it was not mentioned as a hindrance to becoming a leader.
Yet whilst this level of comfortability has permeated the research process in a positive 
way in terms of reducing anxiety, I have remained open to concomitant bias 
potentially exacerbated with enhanced confidence. Indeed having received positive 
feedback regarding the usefulness of my atypical thoughts and findings, I have been 
careful to guard against any unconscious desire to ‘fit’ emerging data into 
preconceived ideas. Further, I find that I adopt a light-hearted, benign level of 
competitiveness with men, which may have been present within the interviews. There 
were moments, for example, when I felt satisfied having said something interesting, 
as though I, a young, female student, was expected not to do so by older, powerful, 
intelligent men at the top of their industry. During such moments, I wonder whether I 
got caught up in a game, and it became more about ‘winning’ than the predominant 
stance of curiosity I attempted to sustain. I particularly noticed this with one 
participant whom I found to be patronising towards me, responding with a clipped 
tone as though the answers were obvious. I recall feeling stifled and it was only after 
reflecting in a manner he found interesting that he seemed to take me more seriously.
I also noticed that male leaders seemed less open about the impact of their past upon 
the development of their identity as one conducive to leadership. Often without even 
asking directly, the narratives of women naturally entered such discussions, perhaps 
having been so unconventional for them to reach the top of their game, this may have 
been considered before. With male leaders, it seemed to emerge with me, as though it 
was so natural for them to be a leader that thinking about how or why they got there 
over others who haven’t has not entered their thought process or discourse.
Yet whilst I noticed generalised differences interviewing male and female leaders, 
they seemed narrow. Rather than making comparisons between male and female 
leaders, I noticed myself making comparisons between agentic male and female 
leaders and non-agentic male and female leaders. The differences seemed more about 
personality than gender. Ultimately, a conflict emerged in my mind between the 
durability of gender stereotypes and the permeability of gender. As an individual 
exposed to fairly typical ‘alpha’ men within my family, which has left me feeling 
uncertain about the permeability of gender stereotypes despite contrary thoughts on an 
intellectual level, this lived experience for me has bound my feeling and thinking 
together and opened my eyes to the possibility of a more androgynous way of 
approaching gender.
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